[image: Cover]
 
    
    

    

    

    
    

  
    Table of Contents

    Title Page

    Copyright Information

    Dedication

    Burning Skies

    About the Author

    Connect with Seventh Star Press

    

  
    Burning Skies

    

    A Ragnar Stormbringer Tale

    

    Stephen Zimmer

    

    
    

  
    Copyright © 2022 by Stephen Zimmer

    

    All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be copied or transmitted in any form, electronic or otherwise, without express written consent of the publisher or author.

    

    Cover art and design: Olivia Pro Design

    

    Cover art in this book copyright © 2022 Olivia Pro Design & Seventh Star Press, LLC.

    

    Editor: Holly Marie Phillippe

    

    Published by Seventh Star Press, LLC.

    

    ISBN Number:

    

    Seventh Star Press

    

    www.seventhstarpress.com

    

    info@seventhstarpress.com

    

    Printed in the United States of America

    

    Burning Skies is a work of fiction. All names, characters, and places are the product of the author’s imagination, used in fictitious manner. Any resemblances to actual persons, places, locales, events, etc. are purely coincidental.

    

    Produced in the United States of America

    

    First Edition

    

  
    Dedication

    

    To the One Who leads us through the wildnerness of this life to a place where the beauty of the skies is indescribable, using the words that we know here on Earth.

    

    To my mother and father, for showing me the precious nature of the bonds of genuine friendships.

    

    To my beloved Holly, for standing with me, no matter what trials I may be facing.

    

  
    Burning Skies

    

    Imminent death loomed above the cluster of unwitting figures engaged in the swirling melee. Not one of the warriors raised their head to take notice of the living maelstrom, boiling with wrath, poised to leap into their midst.

    With Raven Caller gripped firm in two hands and raised high overhead, Ragnar sprang from the rock shelf, hurtling toward the enemy warriors beneath.

    Swinging the war axe downward, using every shred of force contained within the corded muscles of his arms, chest, shoulders, and back, Ragnar hacked into the body of an enemy warrior.

    The broad, well-honed blade cleaved deep between the warrior’s neck and shoulder. Eyes snapping wide in abrupt shock, the stricken man gasped, dropping his sword, with blood gushing from the massive wound.

    Tearing the axe free in a crimson spray, Ragnar slammed the butt of the weapon’s haft into the face of another enemy warrior standing to his right. Nose smashed, staggering, and dazed, the man barely remained on his feet.

    Before the warrior could recover from the bludgeoning impact, Ragnar bellowed and swung Raven Caller with both hands, gripping the haft near the bottom. Lopping the warrior’s head off his neck, the blood-coated blade raced through its deadly arc.

    Panic on their faces, two other enemy warriors close by fell back, showing no inclination to press their attack after the fearsome display.

    A tempest raging in his eyes, Ragnar lunged towards the retreating pair.

    All resolve crumbling, the warriors turned to run, but Ragnar smote both down in swift succession.

    “Craven fools!” Ragnar thundered, giving voice to his enmity and disgust.

    All around him, the remaining enemy fighters scattered, most of them running headlong into the trap Ragnar had prepared for them. Stepping into their paths, soldiers of the Magarian empire and many other mercenary warriors like Ragnar cut them down swiftly.

    Tromping forward, Ragnar waded into the midst of the fray. Before the fighting came to an end, Raven Caller slaked its bloodthirst on three more enemies.

    Standing at the center of the carnage, Ragnar swept his gaze around. Sweat ran down his face, dripping from his chin to the bone-dry ground underfoot.

    Slowly catching his breath, Ragnar watched one of the Magarian soldiers finishing off a dying enemy warrior, lancing him with a spear.

    “It will be good to get out of this hell-spawned heat!” Ragnar grumbled, glaring at the dry, rocky wasteland stretching to the far horizon.

    Longing for the icy embrace of a northern winter, Ragnar wished for an end to the withering, oppressive onslaught under the blazing sun.

    “It will be night, soon enough,” a soldier named Carius replied.

    “I have no more patience for this misery ... now that this is over, let us get out of this damnable sun!” Ragnar retorted gruffly, casting a scowl toward the soldier.

    A segmented, round helm of iron protecting his head, Carius wore a chain mail cuirass over a knee-length, sea-green tunic. With sleeves extending just past the elbow, the tunic had a wide, dark blue hemline at the bottom and the ends of each arm.

    High boots of soft, brown leather rose to just below his bare knees. His right hand still clutched the hilt of a straight sword, the blade slathered in the blood of the enemy warriors he had just slain.

    His left gripped a circular shield of light blue, with strips of yellow radiating from a raised iron boss at the center. Blood was spattered across the surface.

    A capable fighter, Carius was one of the best in the Magarian force with them, but he would have been counted among the least in the mercenary band Ragnar led.

    Cognizant of that reality, Carius accorded Ragnar and those with him far more respect than the haughty Magarian general employing them, Maniekes.

    Carius leaned over and wiped his blade off on the sandy brown tunic of a fallen enemy. “We will need to gather up the ones Adis Khan’s dogs took as captives.”

    Ragnar looked over to the small pack of bedraggled-looking men and women huddled at the base of the rocky slope to his right. All of them had been intended for enslavement in the lands where the followers of the moon god Hamedah held full sway.

    Now, they were free, but Ragnar doubted any of them had much to return to.

    “A raiding party ... this far inside our borders!” the Magarian officer Vahan exclaimed, walking up to Ragnar and Carius, his face clouded with anger.

    “This is what you get from seeking to appease those bent upon your conquest and submission,” Ragnar scolded, glowering at the Magarian. “Everything you give them is a sign of weakness ... an invitation for them to come against you stronger. Keep appeasing them, and you will have no empire left.”

    “They have no honor! The agreement was clear!” Vahan stated, indignation blazing within his dark eyes.

    “Few in this world have honor,” Ragnar growled. “Between most ... agreements hold only when there is a severe price to be paid for breaking one.”

    “We do not have the numbers along our eastern borders to exact such a price from them,” Vahan replied, looking around at the slain warriors of Adis Khan, lying all around them. “More and more of these snakes slither from the deserts to the east. We can do no more.”

    “Then they will become a great wave that washes over all of you,” Ragnar replied grimly, staring at the corpse of the warrior he had beheaded. Then, after a pause, he turned to Vahan declared, “For my part, I have had far enough today of these desert curs and this accursed heat. I am leaving for the camp. You can do as you wish.”

    Ragnar turned and began walking away, his long strides quickly putting distance between himself and the Magarian officer.

    “I did not give the command to leave!” Vahan called after him.

    Looking back, and fixing a steely gaze on the Magarian officer, Ragnar told him, “I have done what I am hired to do. Not a single one of Adis Khan’s bastards here breathes. Raven Caller drank its fill for this day. I will not stand around and bake like bread.”

    Vahan looked away from Ragnar’s eyes and raised his voice, speaking to the Magarian soldiers nearby. “Gather up the freed captives. We return to camp.”

    Not about to wait for any of the others, Ragnar continued forward, his mind set firmly on reaching the camp and the shelter awaiting him within it.

    The feel of Raven Caller gripped mid-haft in his right hand was the only comfort to be had at the moment. A lonely, sighing tendril of wind brought no relief, nor did thoughts of the seemingly endless labor he had agreed to.

    Close to the eastern outskirts of the Magarian Empire, Ragnar and his band of mercenaries, along with a small contingent of the empire’s soldiers, had been given the onerous task of countering raids sent by the rising warlord out of the desert to the east, Adis Khan.

    Growing larger in number, and increasingly bolder, the bands of raiders were striking ever deeper into Magarian lands. Ragnar knew them to be a harbinger of a much greater storm to come.

    Brimming with religious zeal, the fanatical warriors under Adis Khan conquered on behalf of their god, Hamedah. Only honed steel and the sheer force of willpower could stop the desert hordes from sweeping west and overcoming everything in their path, including the great city of Magarium itself.

    Unless their emperor, and those he had given authority to in each province, changed course, the Magarians were fighting a war of attrition they would not win.

    Thinking back, Ragnar pondered how he had ended up in his current predicament.

    It seemed so long ago since Ragnar had crossed through the far north in the heart of winter and turned southward. Leagues upon leagues of dense pine forests had been followed with vast, rolling plains; the latter crossed by a sparking array of rivers and streams.

    Death hounded Ragnar many times throughout the long months, but he thwarted its reach every time. He had left a long, bloodied trail of slain adversaries in his wake, including humans, beasts, and things unnatural to the world he inhabited.

    Reaching warmer climates farther south, he heard many tales of the wealth of the Magarian Empire and the plight they were facing. The lure of ample gold and silver in return for slaying miscreants pulled him toward the boiling cauldron.

    First, Ragnar traveled to the heart of the empire, the great city of Magarium. Its huge, glittering harbor contained a host of vessels, including an abundance of merchant galleys that roved the coasts of lands near and far.

    With an influx of travelers from all around the Great Sea, Magarium was the kind of city that drew seekers of fortune and those looking to build new lives out of the ashes of calamitous pasts. Ragnar had little doubt he would find what he needed within the city’s high walls, before seeking hire.

    Once inside the massive walls, Ragnar encountered both opulence and squalor, on a scale he had never witnessed before. Grand palaces filled with exotic luxuries were countered with sprawling, overcrowded tenements, rife with every malodorous scourge that came with desperate poverty.

    Predators stalking in the shadows needed only a single look at Ragnar to think better of making a foolhardy attempt to rob him.

    It took Ragnar little time to find several like-minded warriors in the streets of Magarium. Before long, he had assembled a strong band of warriors.

    A mercenary band carried a heavier weight in negotiations for employment, resulting in a better recompense for all within it. The collective strength of a mercenary force also helped enforce any terms of agreement, far better than a single warrior could. Further, a mercenary band had the potential of building a name for itself, if proven successful in the tasks meted out to it.

    The group of warriors Ragnar invited to join him were from lands all over. The warriors included a Kartajenian, a Griacan, an Astrian, a Scythan, and even a couple of spirited warriors from his homeland, far to the north and west.

    Accompanied by a solid force of highly skilled, veteran fighters, Ragnar had soon found the group agreeable terms for service in the walled town of Kadaros, situated close to the eastern borders of the empire. The city served as the anchor for a sizeable imperial province.

    A woman named Aelia currently ruled over the imperial province, in the stead of her recently deceased husband. The empire’s general seeing to the province’s defense, Maniekes, had his residence in Kadaros.

    Making a generous offer for the services of the mercenaries, to help counter the marauders sent by Adis Khan, General Maniekes came to an agreement with Ragnar.

    The ensuing few months had seen a continuous miasma of heat and blood. While fanatical warriors, the raiders from the desert proved to be little match for the high experience and ferocity of the warriors with Ragnar.

    Slaughtering the followers of Hamedah time and time again, Ragnar soon discovered that finding and catching up with them was the greater trial. Pursuing bands of raiders through desert wastes, in the scorching rays of the sun, presented additional difficulties: from the effects of the heat, to maintaining enough water, to staying fed.

    No matter how many groups of raiders the mercenaries destroyed, there seemed to be no end to them, with more and more incursions coming from the east.

    Ragnar often wished there could be a pitched battle, where both sides mustered in strength, instead of chasing after small groups of enemy warriors spread throughout a vast, arid wasteland.

    All the while, his frustration toward the Magarians had mounted steadily. Ragnar and his mercenaries recognized the growing threat far clearer than did the Magarians; who seemed content to fend off raids, and not pay attention to the rancorous clouds of war massing on the horizon.

    Adis Khan would not be denied for much longer. Probing raids would soon be replaced with a full-scale invasion. Small bands of warriors would become teeming hordes.

    His leather boots scraping against the parched soil underfoot, Ragnar pushed the dour thoughts to the back of his mind. Another victory had been won, and it was time for a little food, drink, and shelter.

    “Ragnar!” a voice called to him from behind.

    Glancing back, Ragnar saw a figure of medium height hurrying to catch up to him. A smirk came to his lips at the sight of Ingvar, one of the two hardy northerners that were a part of the mercenary band.

    Beyond Ingvar, the rest of the mercenary warriors walked their way with a brisk stride.

    “Thinking of leaving us, you big lout!” Ingvar exclaimed, when he reached Ragnar. His round face, covered in a short-cropped black beard, displayed a broad grin.

    Ragnar rolled his eyes, though he was not entirely irritated. “I should swat you for that, but you amuse me, little man.”

    “Not that little ... maybe in comparison to a living tree like you,” Ingvar riposted, chuckling. Joining Ragnar at his side, he asked. “Had enough of the empire’s brilliance? Looking at your face, that is what I am guessing.”

    Ragnar shook his head and made a rueful grin. “Brilliance and that thick-headed Magarian officer should never be used together in words.”

    “Vahan is an imbecile, but we are accruing much gold and silver, and I have plowed the fertile ground between more than a few pairs of luscious thighs,” Ingvar replied.

    “You and your lusty friend Eigill,” Ragnar stated. “I have had to crack the skull of more than one Magarian man who has taken offense to the two of you.”

    Ingvar grinned impishly. “Is it my fault that a man is neglectful to his wife? Eigill and I merely fill a void ... using our oaken masts.”

    Another rumble of laughter arising from him, Ragnar countered, “The neglect of a husband may be something better left for those married to figure out. But I value your sword, Ingvar, so I will not admonish you and your debauchery too harshly.”

    “I wetted my blade quite well today in the blood of the heathen dogs,” Ingvar said, smiling broadly, with a steely glint in his eyes.

    During the fighting, Ragnar had caught only a few glimpses, but every sight of Ingvar wielding his sword confirmed the man’s words. Swift and deadly with a blade, Ingvar moved nimbly among the enemy with the maniacal grin he was known for, erupting with crazed laughter from time to time when leaping into an attack.

    “It is good we finally caught up to the camel-shagging bastards,” Ragnar said, lamenting the long ordeal they had suffered in tracking and closing in on the raiders.

    “It will not be long before more raiders are sighted,” Ingvar said, some of his mirth fading. “I say we go back to Kadaros and fill our bellies with wine.”

    “That is an idea I can agree with,” Ragnar said, not wanting to think of having to set out again to hunt another group of raiders.

    Glancing back, hearing the rising murmur of voices, Ragnar saw that the others were drawing closer.

    “Eigill, we drink soon! To Kadaros we will go!” Ingvar shouted back.

    A tall, leaner warrior with angular features smiled in response, from where he strode near the front of the approaching mercenaries.

    Raising a clenched fist into the air, Eigill called back, “As Ingvar says, to Kadaros we shall go! Let the wine flow! And may we all find some women, to better get to know!”

    Others in the war band laughed and cheered at Eigill’s proclamation, lifting Ragnar’s spirits. In that moment, he determined that if Vahan even tried to steer them from returning to Kadaros, he would shatter the man’s face with his fist.

    

    ***

    

    A loose column of pack mules, laden down with equipment and supplies, headed in the direction of Kadaros; the walled city where the ruler of the Magarian province resided.

    The men and women recently liberated from the followers of Hamedah strode along with the mules, while the Magarian soldiers and the mercenaries warded both people and beasts alike.

    A hint of the cool, early morning air still lingered. A few scattered wisps of clouds presented scant obstruction to the rising sun, and soon the discomfiting heat would return to torment Ragnar.

    With his head wrapped in white linen cloth to shield against sunburn, Ragnar strode at the lead of the column. Flatter terrain filled with rugged scrub surrounded them.

    The stark landscape spurred him to maintain a steady pace. If Vahan called for a halt, he was half-tempted to simply continue onward. The only mitigation for such an impulse was the cluster of men and women liberated from the vile fate of slavery.

    All of them still looked shaken from their ordeal. No matter how irritated Ragnar was with the Magarians, he would see the newly freed men and women reach the city unharmed.

    The walls of Kadaros did not come into sight until the approach of evening. A wave of relief passed through Ragnar the moment he passed through the high, iron-banded front gates and entered the city. At last, he was free of the parched, barren wilderness that so often appeared endless.

    The column proceeded straight to the main citadel, where Aelia resided. Leaving the Magarians behind in a large courtyard to attend to the pack mules and freed captives, Ragnar walked toward the arched entrance leading from the open space.

    Sensing eyes upon him, Ragnar raised his head and took in the sight of a shapely female figure with long, dark tresses, standing at the edge of a gallery above. Though her gaze was fixed upon him, she made no gesture.

    Recognizing Aelia, Ragnar gave a nod to the ruler of Kadaros. The hint of a grin played about her full lips, and she returned his acknowledgment of her with the slightest of nods, just before he proceeded inside.

    After marching across dirt, rock, and sand for days on end, Ragnar did not mind the feel of smooth marble underfoot. The citadel was a labyrinthine complex of corridors, halls, chambers, smaller rooms, and alcoves. Statuary and magnificent frescoes could be found in abundance throughout the citadel, and there were several outdoor spaces containing gardens, pools, and fountains.

    While not on the scale of the Empire’s great capital of Magarium, Kadaros’ citadel reflected a life of luxury and abundance on the part of their ruling class. The opulence on display never swayed Ragnar toward becoming overly influenced or desirous of it. Staying grounded, he remained cognizant of the multitudes dwelling in cramped tenements, hovels, and alleyways outside the citadel, scraping to survive each day.

    Ragnar and the other mercenaries soon gathered in the large hall used for hosting ceremonies and feasts. Enduring more than a few ribald comments from the returning warriors, a large cadre of servants scrambled to prepare enough benches and tables to accommodate all.

    Ragnar did not wait to be attended to. Walking over to the side of the chamber to his right, he lifted a nearly full amphora of wine. Tilting it back, he quaffed its contents, until he fully slaked his parched thirst.

    The ruby red liquid poured around the corners of his mouth and soaked his beard, running down the contours of his well-sculpted chest, visible from beneath a tunic stained with sweat, grime, and blood; none of the latter his own.

    “A waste of good wine,” Vahan remarked, from where he stood nearby, watching Ragnar with a disgusted look.

    The Magarian officer’s presence irritating enough, Ragnar choked back a caustic retort. He had no desire to begin something that would lead to his pummeling of the man. Food and drink had a much higher priority.

    “I earned it,” Ragnar stated, setting the amphora down upon the marble-tiled floor. Glaring toward the arrogant man and wanting to bury his right fist into the Magarian’s round face, he continued, “Never forget, my warriors keep you and your men safe from the choice of losing your heads or being made to grovel before their desert god.”

    The officer looked away, making no reply.

    “We go west, and soon, if you would like to remain breathing,” Ragnar said, continuing to glower. “These desert hordes are whipped up into a frenzy, and it will not be long before they sweep west. Best prepare to break them on your walls in Magarium than meet them in the open.”

    “What makes you so certain of that?” Vahan said, with a scoffing edge, looking back to Ragnar.

    Ragnar stared at the Magarian, wondering how a man could be so entirely stupid and foolish.

    Followers of Hamedah had been traveling into western lands for some time, bringing tales along with them from the vast desert lands to the east.

    Their accounts spoke of tribal wars and the growing conquests by the warlord Adis Khan, who subjugated all to his will and the moon god he served. With the desert tribes largely subdued and firmly under his authority, Adis Khan could turn his full focus to the west.

    The rising tide of raids was a mere prelude to the flood about to occur. Only the most naïve, or willfully ignorant, could fail to perceive that.

    “If I have to tell you, you have learned nothing and are lost,” Ragnar said at last, his patience with the man fraying.

    “You are fortunate I am not the one who pays you,” Vahan replied.

    “You are fortunate you hold a high rank under the one who does, and even that may not spare you one day,” Ragnar said, lowering his voice and letting the implied threat settle upon the other man.

    The lines around his throat going taut as he clenched his jaws, Vahan stared at Ragnar for a moment, before turning and walking away.

    Ragnar’s gaze then shifted toward a much more welcome sight, of a captivating woman striding slowly toward him with elegant posture and a graceful step. It took several moments for her to cross the chamber, and in that time, Ragnar savored the full view he had of her.

    Laces from the sandals on her feet wound upward, disappearing beneath a silken, sea-green robe embellished with golden embroidery about the cuffs, hem, and neck area. The garment fitted snug enough to reveal an ample, firm bosom, and a statuesque curvature to her hips.

    Her lengthy, black tresses held a luxuriant sheen from the oils worked thoroughly into them. Several locks were styled into ringlets framing the sides of an angular face with an aquiline nose that lent a sharper edge to her gaze.

    Hunger brimmed within her expressive, hazel eyes. The trace of a grin danced along her soft, full lips.

    “You have returned in victory, yet again, Ragnar,” Aelia stated, reaching him. Her close proximity brought with it an exquisite fragrance from the perfumes anointing her creamy, olive-toned skin.

    “I would not return any other way,” Ragnar replied bluntly, continuing to take pleasure in the sight of Kadaros’ comely ruler.

    “Since you have arrived, I have heard many tales of you, Ragnar, the one the others call Stormbringer,” Aelia stated, casting him a look that conveyed more than a polite interest. “I have been confined to the city and have not witnessed your exploits with my own eyes, so I can only imagine the kinds of storms you can bring.”

    Ragnar smirked. “People can say anything, whether it is true or not.”

    “That is why I like to see and experience things for myself,” Aelia countered. “I have always found that the best of paths. Tonight, I wish to explore more of the man who has fought so well on our behalf. Why not join me for some wine?”

    “I can never have enough wine,” he replied.

    “Then come and sit with me,” Aelia said, before turning and walking away.

    Ragnar followed Aelia toward the high table set at the front of the rectangular chamber. Many interactions had taken place between them over the past few months, and he had caught several appraising looks from her, but never before had she been so forward with him.

    When they stepped up on the raised dais and proceeded behind the long table resting there, Aelia sat down at the center in a high-backed, ornately carved chair. She then indicated for Ragnar to take a seat at her right side.

    Servants approached them immediately, setting down cups of silver and filling them to the brim with dark red wine.

    “I am not accustomed to sitting in such a place,” Ragnar remarked, taking his place and looking out over the chamber. “But it gives an advantageous view of things.”

    Ragnar chuckled at the sight of Ingvar, Eigill, and a few others from his mercenary band. All were eyeing him from where they sat on benches near the other end of the chamber, laughing as they bantered amongst each other. It did not take much to fathom the nature of what they were talking about.

    A smile on her face displaying ivory white teeth in perfect alignment, Aelia set her eyes on Ragnar for an extended moment. “I can see that there is a brotherhood among you, in a sense, yet you fight only for coin ... how is that kind of camaraderie so?”

    “I fight when I choose, for coin or not,” Ragnar replied, his cerulean gaze meeting her eyes. “But we do have a bond. We are men of many lands, who have only each other to look to when we are in a land that is none of ours.”

    “I can understand that,” Aelia said. “Yet you might one day find yourselves pitted against one another, if a few take the coin of one side, and some take the coin of the other. Would you fight against those you now have such a bond with?”

    “If they deserve to be cut down, then I will wield Raven Caller against them,” Ragnar said evenly. Pausing, he took a long draught of wine, emptying his cup. Then, with a relaxed look on his face, he continued, “We are all tested each day to abandon who we are ... or with some, to take a better road. It is up to each of us to choose for the worse or better in our lives.”

    A young female servant hastened over with a ewer and promptly filled Ragnar’s cup.

    “The big warrior holds some wisdom,” Aelia said with a grin.

    “I have no wish to be a scribe or philosopher, but neither am I just an ox with an axe,” Ragnar told her, a little irritated at the implication of her words.

    “I meant no offense, Ragnar Stormbringer,” Aelia said quickly, with a trace of apology. “It is just that I do not hear such words often from those who tread the path of war.”

    “The path of war has much to teach, and more of those who walk it than you think heed its lessons,” Ragnar said, thinking for a moment on the years he had lived filled with battles, hardships, struggles, losses, and scars, both inner and outer.

    “I have learned much on my own path, though it involves a different kind of war,” Aelia said, her voice lowering, and the hint of a frown manifesting.

    “It was told to me that you have held authority here for five years after your husband died,” Ragnar said.

    Aelia nodded. “I have continued to serve the Magarian Empire in the manner of my husband, and I have needed to be twice as strong as him to do so. He lived during a time without major threats. He never had to face the rise of one like Adis Khan.”

    “Nothing more than a tyrant cloaked in a religion he invented,” Ragnar stated in a dismissive fashion. “It is a wonder that many are so easily deceived by the ravings of a power-lusting desert madman.”

    A somber look came to Aelia’s face. “No matter what he may be, he can fill a battlefield with warriors now ... and he is coming this way, make no mistake.”

    “You are much wiser than that fool Vahan,” Ragnar said.

    “It is all in plain view,” Aelia replied. “But what can be done?”

    “Join with the Astrians,” Ragnar said. “Even if they weakened themselves dashing their armies unwisely against the rocks of Griaca, they can yet put a large force onto a battlefield.”

    “Our Emperor and theirs are far too headstrong to see the peril they both face,” Aelia said, shaking her head. “They hold fast to old enmities and do not understand one like Adis Khan.”

    “Fools, the both of them,” Ragnar said, shaking his head. “They will find their lands swarmed before much longer.”

    “Which is why I desire to return to the west,” Aelia said, looking into Ragnar’s eyes again. “I can live comfortably among the Teverens, and their ways would not be difficult to embrace.”

    “I have not journeyed to their lands, but I have heard of their great prowess in war from the Kartajenians I have met,” Ragnar said.

    “It would be the Teverens sweeping east, were it not for their Imperator being overthrown,” Aelia said. “A slave rebellion, an invasion by a barbarian horde from the north, and a Kartajenian fleet spelled his doom, from the reports that came here.”

    “I have heard a few tales of that war myself,” Ragnar said.

    “The Teverens no longer have an Imperator and hold fewer lands, but they are yet a strong people, and one that I will not feel like a foreigner living among,” Aelia said.

    “It would still be better to shatter the forces of Adis Khan here, and keep your lands,” Ragnar said, finding the idea of running away distasteful.

    “I wish I could see a way,” Aelia said ruefully, casting a faraway gaze across the chamber.

    “Our warriors have destroyed many of Adis Khan’s raiding bands and spared many of the Emperor’s people from slavery,” Ragnar said. “We are showing you, and your Emperor, the way to confront Adis Khan, all the time.”

    “Our fortunes have changed since your war band was hired,” Aelia said, a smile returning to her face. “General Maniekes chose well.”

    “The curs serving Adis Khan no longer roam at will in this region,” Ragnar said.

    “A blessing,” Aelia said, but the smile on her face faded. “Even so, an army will be coming from the east one day. Not even your vaunted war band can stop a horde.”

    Ragnar glowered at Aelia, though he sensed no insult in her words. She merely voiced the specter of overwhelming numbers, a force not even the greatest of warriors could stop alone.

    “I see I have again caused offense,” Aelia said, staring into his eyes.

    “It is not you,” Ragnar said, looking away, before draining half his wine cup.

    “I am glad to hear that,” Aelia replied. “I am giving too much voice to my fears. Far too much weighs upon my mind during these times.”

    “We can only face the enemies that stand before us,” Ragnar said. “It is little use worrying over what may or may not come. No one can say what tomorrow may bring.”

    “You are right, and I am grateful for the wisdom you show me this night,” Aelia said. She leaned slightly toward him. “Perhaps there is more for you to show.”

    Ragnar felt something brush lightly against the side of his right leg. Seeing a mischievous glint in Aelia’s eyes, he instantly realized the cause and the intentional nature of it.

    “For whatever I have been able to offer, you are welcome,” Ragnar replied.

    “It may be that I wish to express my gratitude in a special way, this very night,” Aelia told him in a lower, more husky voice.

    Taking a sip of wine, Aelia ran her tongue over her lips, slowly, leaving no doubt of the motion’s suggestive nature.

    Ragnar blinked, and he did not have a response. Aelia caressed the outside of her foot against his leg once more under the table.

    “Warrior of the north, I have never taken the full measure of one of your kind,” Aelia said, with a lascivious glint in her eyes. “I think it is time that I do so.”

    “You may find yourself outmatched on this battlefield,” Ragnar said, with a grin.

    “Or a mercenary may become the spoils of my own conquest,” Aelia said, a heated intensity filling the depths of her eyes.

    “You have been warned,” Ragnar replied, his grin spreading further and the blood in his veins running faster.

    Rising to her feet, Aelia looked to Ragnar and said, “Enough of wine for now. Follow me, Ragnar, and I will show you to your quarters for the night.”

    Emptying the rest of his wine cup, Ragnar set the vessel down on the table and stood up.

    Aelia led him down from the dais and out of the hall. She took him down corridors with marble pillars, mosaic floors, and exquisite statuary occupying shallow, recessed alcoves in the walls. Bronze oil lamps blazed in niches at periodic intervals, casting just enough illumination to soften the shadows.

    Other than a few guards and a couple of servants, they encountered no others as they made their way deeper into the complex. Visible through arched windows along the walls, stars flickered in the night sky, and a cool, soothing night breeze filtered into the corridors and chambers they passed through.

    At last, at the end of a long corridor, they arrived at a set of double doors.

    “Did you not say you would show me to my quarters?” Ragnar told her, with a wry smile.

    “I said I would show you to your quarters ... for the night,” Aelia replied, mirroring his look. “And these will be your quarters for the night.”

    “Understood,” Ragnar said, a heated desire growing within him.

    Aelia opened the right door and stepped back to clear the way for Ragnar.

    “Enter at your own peril, Ragnar,” Aelia told him in a husky, low voice, fixing him with a penetrating gaze that left no doubt of her intentions.

    “The danger may be yours,” Ragnar replied, a wolfish grin manifesting as he met her eyes. After holding her gaze for a lingering moment, he proceeded into the chamber beyond.

    Inside, he saw a large bed with a sprawling furskin atop a thick, feather-stuffed mattress. Strewn across the farther end of the bed was a medley of plump cushions.

    Striding across the chamber, Aelia drew open a smaller set of double doors that opened onto a stone balcony. A caressing breeze flowed into the chamber, and a beautiful view of a waxing moon amid a shimmering host of stars filled the portal.

    Aelia stepped slowly from the balcony doors over to Ragnar and lowered her hands to the end of his tunic, grasping the edge. Bringing her hands upward, along the side of his hips and abdomen, and then to his upper chest, she pushed the garment higher. Ragnar peeled the tunic off the rest of his body and let it fall to the floor.

    After removing his boots, Ragnar took his trousers down and stepped out of them. Then, he wrapped Aelia in his arms, pulled her close to him, and began to kiss her.

    He felt her hands brushing against his skin, lowering, until her fingers began working at loosening the undergarment covering his loins. The cloth dropped to the floor. A moment later, her massaging fingers coaxed him to full arousal.

    Guiding her deeper into the fire-lit bedchamber, Ragnar kissed her deep, their tongues sparring with a probing, building intensity.

    When they neared the raised bed, Ragnar grabbed her hips and turned her about. Then, he lifted her robes up over her waist. Placing one hand in the small of her back, he pressed her torso down against the soft fur of the bed’s upper covering.

    With his other hand, he tore away the undergarment covering her loins, leaving her exposed.

    Gasping when Ragnar entered her, Aelia turned her head to glance back into his eyes. The raw, lustful expression on her face inflamed his desire even more.

    Ragnar slammed into her faster, every aggressive thrust eliciting primal cries of delight from Aelia.

    Not long after, Aelia tensed, quivered all over, and let out an extended, throaty cry, louder than all the others.

    Throwing his head back and burying himself deep, Ragnar emptied himself within the ruler of Kadaros. Aelia slumped down upon the furskin, panting heavily.

    After remaining in place for a moment, Ragnar withdrew, letting her robes tumble back down her legs, to cover her high-laced sandals once more.

    Climbing atop the bed, lying back, and swinging his legs up and over the edge, Ragnar basked in the light, floating sensation coming over him in the aftermath. Her breathing steadying, Aelia crawled up to lay next to him.

    “How I have missed passion, but never have I known a tempest like that,” Aelia told him in a low, breathy voice, a weary, contented look showing in her eyes.

    “You were warned,” Ragnar muttered sleepily, a relaxed smile showing on his lips.

    “Or are you my conquest?” Aelia replied, running her sandaled foot up the side of his leg, slowly.

    Ragnar grinned in amusement. “You might think so.”

    “I do know that you are the man I would entrust with a duty of the greatest importance to me,” Aelia replied, staring into his eyes.

    “What duty might that be?” Ragnar asked slowly, continuing to relish the weightless feeling inside him.

    “Not far to the north and east, there is a group of caves, in which men of great wisdom and discipline live,” she replied in a casual manner. “They are an ascetic order of priests ... reclusive men, and not concerned with the desires of Empires.”

    “I have encountered that kind before,” Ragnar said. “They are wise to avoid the whims of emperors and kings. I have seen enough of this world to know such whims lead to misery for most, more often than not.”

    “Long has my family known them, for many generations,” Aelia said. “They have been faithful to us, and we have been to them.”

    “You want me to go to the men of this order?” Ragnar asked. “For what reason?”

    “Yes,” Aelia said. “There is something I need from them. They possess several scrolls that contain the entire history of my family, written down by the priests across many generations. These scrolls must not become lost or fall into enemy hands.”

    “Are they not safe where they are?” Ragnar said.

    Aelia replied in a solemn voice, “As you said to me in the feasting hall, the Astrians to the south have been weakened after shattering themselves in Griaca. The Margarian Empire erodes in strength with every passing day. More concerned are they with petty infighting than they are of the great storm gathering to the east.

    The hordes under Adis Khan will sweep through here, and they will not step until they have destroyed us, and driven the Hebrennan Kingdom into the sea ... I need to take the scrolls from here before this happens. I can not go west to live among the Teverens and leave those scrolls behind.”

    “Do not be so certain of such a dismal future,” Ragnar told her, a flare of intensity showing within his gaze. “The Astrians believed they would take Griaca swiftly.”

    “The Astrians fought for an emperor. Those coming from the east fight for a god and believe if they fall in battle they will go to paradise,” Aelia said.

    “Then warriors of courage should stand strong and help these fools get to their paradise,” Ragnar said.

    “I do not believe there are enough such warriors in these lands,” Aelia replied.

    Ragnar saw that he could not sway her bleak, fatalist vision of the time to come. “You want these scrolls in your hands?”

    Aelia nodded. “Yes, I want you and your warriors to get the scrolls from the priests and bring them to me. I will then travel to the west and find a new home among the Teverens. It is my hope that I can keep the history of my family safe.”

    “We can not violate our terms of hire with General Maniekes,” Ragnar stated.

    “Who is under my authority here,” Aelia retorted curtly, a flash of irritation in her eyes. “I assure you, he will be apprised of everything, and it will not transgress your terms with him.”

    Ragnar glanced over to her. “I still do not understand all of this. Why not set your mind to defeating this Adis Khan and teach them a lesson they will not soon forget? I would think your place in the history of those scrolls would be greater than any others of your line.”

    With a somber look on her face, Aelia stared at him for a moment before replying. “I do not see a way this can be done. So few Magarians can see what is coming.”

    Ragnar shrugged and let out a slow breath, trying not to become frustrated with her dour outlook and stubbornness. “If it were me, I would seek to break the invaders on your borders. You can not run from one such as Adis Khan forever. The hunger of a man like him never ends. He must be confronted and cut down, or he will seek to sweep across the entire world.”

    “At least the upstart Hebrennan kingdom would be swept away, if that happened,” Aelia said, her countenance shadowing over for a moment. An icy glint shone within her eyes. “That annoyance should never have been allowed.”

    The abrupt flare of animosity took Ragnar off guard, but he thought little of it. More than a few Magarians harbored resentments toward the nascent kingdom, born of a grant of territory by their Emperor Agapetus.

    For his own part, Ragnar respected what the Emperor had done, in giving land that the Hebrennans held a strong claim on through their lineage. Rather than engage in a ferocious uprising when existential threats loomed to the east, the Magarian Emperor secured peace and a stout ally that would never capitulate to a power-mad figure like Adis Khan.

    In Ragnar’s eyes, it seemed a wise and prudent choice on the part of the emperor.

    “It would be better for the empire to defend its own lands, and not concede them,” Ragnar insisted.

    “I want my family’s scrolls back in my hands,” Aelia said adamantly. “I do not feel at ease with them in the caves of the priests.”

    “Why not send a group of Magarian soldiers from here to do this?” Ragnar asked her. “Why do you need to hire mercenaries for this task?”

    “You have seen for yourself, not a soldier can be spared with the increasing raids,” Aelia replied. “You have destroyed one raiding party, but it is not certain whether another may be coming in its wake or not. The people of this province would be turned to anger against me if I were to send the empire’s soldiers to fulfill a personal desire and a raid came upon them.”

    “And depriving this area of my warriors will be more acceptable if a raid comes?” Ragnar said, finding her concern for the people a little unusual. She had never before appeared to be the type that cared much about what the common people thought.

    “Your warriors are not soldiers who have given an oath to our emperor,” Aelia responded. “A brief absence of your war band can be risked.”

    Ragnar could not dispute her thinking, though the idea of taking the mercenary band on a foray to retrieve some scrolls of little importance to anyone other than Aelia sounded less than thrilling. The task sounded simple enough in nature, but he was not about to agree to the undertaking for nothing in return.

    “I am willing to do as you ask, but I expect to be rewarded well,” Ragnar told her. Though he had no deep concerns on the matter, he added, “My warriors will still be taking a risk, even if you do not foresee any trouble.”

    “You will be rewarded in an abundance of silver and gold ... and in other, very pleasurable ways, when you return,” Aelia replied, the hint of a smile playing about her lips, as she spoke the last few words.

    Ragnar thought about the request. No reports had come with tidings of other raiding groups prowling about the empire’s borders. The mercenaries would be gone from Kadaros for just a few days at most. They would not be journeying so far that they could not be summoned quickly, if an unexpected threat manifested.

    A short trek to gather up a few scrolls would also put some additional gold and silver in the pouches of all the men; and it sounded like Ragnar would receive an extra bounty of a highly pleasurable nature.

    Regard looked Aelia in the eyes and grinned. “I can agree to all of that.”

    A spark in her eyes, Aelia smiled brightly. “I am pleased with your answer. When can you set out to do this?”

    “With the rise of the sun, if need be,” he replied, in a boastful air.

    Her smile broadened. “Let us see if something else can rise first.”

    Ragnar felt the tips of her fingers probing slowly down the skin of his chest and belly, working their way lower on his body.

    Lustful flames kindled within his eyes. “I do not think I will get a full rest before we set out.”

    “I do not plan to let that happen,” she whispered hungrily.

    

    ***

    

    With the break of dawn, Ragnar and the others of his war band started to the north. They took no pack mules with them, instead choosing to carry a few extra hide pouches and water skins along.

    The chill permeating the early morning air soon ebbed, and the rising sun brought along with it a relentless, thickening heat. Small pockets of clouds, scattered far apart from each other, offered little relief from the rays beating down on the marching column.

    Wrapping his head in cloth, in the manner of the people of that region, Ragnar was glad that they faced only a day’s journey to reach the caves if they kept to a modest gait. With all of the warriors hale and afforded a night’s rest, he had no doubts of maintaining a good pace.

    At his side, tucked away in a hide pouch, he carried a sealed wax scroll intended for the high priest, a man Aelia called Eressadur.

    Of more interest to Ragnar at the moment was the water skin tied to his belt, next to that pouch. In the desert wastes, water held far more value than gold, silver, or jewels.

    Hearing the scuffing of footsteps on the dry, rocky ground, coming up on his right side, he looked over to see Ahirom, the big Kartajenian who had proven to be one of the hardiest fighters in their group.

    Black ringlets of hair flanked a broad face covered in a thick beard. His deep bronze skin still retained a youthful luster, but his dark brown eyes held an alert, focused gaze of the kind cultivated from a wide array of trials and experiences.

    “Extra pay for a day’s stroll,” Ahirom quipped. Glancing over, he chuckled, as he walked alongside Ragnar. “You have done wonders, northerner.”

    “One can never be certain of anything, even this undertaking,” Ragnar said. “I would not need to carry Raven Caller otherwise.”

    “There is that,” Ahirom replied amiably. “But I welcome more payment gladly. It will make my next visit to Thessalamus even more enjoyable. I will live like a king ... at least for a while!”

    Ragnar grinned. “I will have to visit Thessalamus myself one day. I hear so much of this city.”

    “Many who fight for hire go there, from a host of lands, not unlike what you found in Magarium,” Ahirom said. “I know I will see many from my own homelands, warriors like me who escaped the clutches of the Teverens.”

    “I do not think the Teverens will be in a position to engage fully in war with the Kartajenians for some time,” Ragnar said.

    “That is true, by all accounts I have heard,” Ahirom replied. “But many like myself have found a place and a purpose here in the east.”

    Rumbling with laughter, Ragnar looked at Ahirom, “Here in the east? Ellak might say ‘here in the west,’ from his Attun eyes. I have learned that this is a vast world, and much more lies to the east of here. I have heard rumors of a great kingdoms, with huge walled cities that could rival Magarium and the Imperial City of the Teverens.”

    “I have no desire to go farther east,” Ahirom said. “I am a simpler man, and I just want to indulge myself in Thessalamus for a time.”

    “I think you should, once we have finished what we were hired for,” Ragnar replied.

    “I will not depart until then, do not worry,” Ahirom said. “Maybe you should come with me to Thessalamus. You will find some great Kartajen warriors there, who may wish to join a future war band with you. You might also find some other northerners, though your people are much rarer to encounter.”

    “I am sure there are a few restless ones like me, who choose to trod the world instead of staying rooted in place,” Ragnar said.

    “Many warriors of renown come from your lands, men and women,” Ahirom said. “Tales of the fall of the Teveren Imperator speak of a golden-haired woman of the northern tribes who fought like a lioness! It is said she gained the aid of the Fey themselves, in taking the city and overcoming the Imperator’s sorcerers!”

    “The blood in the veins of all our people in the north is yet strong,” Ragnar said. “You will hear tales in every land that witness to this.”

    The Kartajenian’s words piqued his interest further, regarding the warrior deemed in some tales to be one of the legendary Valkyries incarnated. He wondered if the woman Ahirom spoke of was the same as one who occupied several incredible tales told often within the lands of the Magarian Empire; a fearsome, golden-haired female warrior, who was described in a manner similar enough to undermine a coincidence.

    “You will be in many such tales one day, Ragnar Stormbringer,” Ahirom declared, smiling and giving him an affable pat on the back.

    “Being in tales does not concern me, only living to see a new day, and striking down a few monstrosities along the way,” Ragnar responded, though he appreciated his companion’s words.

    “Maybe a full cup of wine and a fiery woman to share a bed with too,” Ahirom replied with a smirk.

    “I welcome both, though one day you must drink the ale of my homelands,” Ragnar said.

    “One day, I hope that I do,” Ahirom said. “You speak of it often. It must be strong to have a hold on one like you.”

    “It is strong, but it is also the taste of memories and a homeland,” Ragnar told him.

    “Aye, I know what you mean,” Ahirom said, looking off into the distance. “There are times I desire to see the walls of Kartajen once more ... and set my eyes on its great harbor.”

    Ragnar looked back, and swept his right arm to the right, to indicate all of the men walking behind them. “Yet here we are, a group of warriors most would find unlikely. A Griacan fighting side by side with an Astrian, a Kartajenian with a Teveren, an Attun with a Scythan ... not a common sight in this world.”

    “No, definitely not,” Ahirom responded, laughing. “It is the way of the hired warrior. It is the merits of each that is most important, and the character they have, not where they are from, or who they were born to.”

    “That is the way it should always be,” Ragnar replied, finding in that moment that the perception of mercenaries having no true loyalties failed to see the aspect Ahirom described; a way of looking at others that held lessons for the people of all lands.

    “Surely it gives you less worry of seeing me and Maxentius coming to a brawl when we are hunting down desert raiders,” Ahirom said with a laugh. “I have to say that I have come to like and respect the man a lot.”

    “Having less to worry about is something very welcome to me,” Ragnar said, glad that Ahirom and the Teveren Maxentius did not restart the wars their homelands were famed for. He then teased the Kartajenian. “But I have noticed the two of you have eyes for similar kinds of women, so a brawl between the two of you may yet happen one day.”

    “There is that, northerner,” Ahirom said, laughing heartily. “It would be a hard-fought contest too!”

    Ragnar and Ahirom conversed for a little while longer, and then the Kartajenian fell back to speak with some of the other men. Though content to be left to his own thoughts, Ragnar enjoyed the visit, a welcome distraction from the monotony of marching across a parched landscape in discomfiting heat.

    Spending nearly every day and night with his warriors, Ragnar had come to know them well enough to have confidence he had judged well in assembling the group.

    Ragnar thought of the men marching north with him. Within the polyglot mercenary group, he had developed a closer camaraderie with several of the warriors: Tisandros, the dexterous and nimble Griacan. Ahirom, the brawny Kartajenian. Ingvar and Eigil, the two boisterous northerners. Maxentius, the robust and pragmatic Teveren. Navdar, the wiry and fast Astrian. Vidarna, the other Astrian of their group, a tall and ferocious warrior. Ellak, the short and hardy Attun. Ishpakai, the wild-haired, long-bearded Scythan.

    Every day they shared the same path brought those warriors, and all the others in the mercenary company, closer together as a unit.

    A skilled, courageous, and battle-proven group of warriors had come into being under Ragnar’s initiative; an achievement he took considerable pride in.

    Glad they were not chasing down another group of zealous marauders, Ragnar was grateful Aelia had given him the chance to undertake a relatively easy task that would fatten the coin pouches of all his men. They all needed a lighter burden for a few days.

    After traversing flatter terrain deeper into the afternoon, the war band approached a series of plateaus looming high above the arid landscape. Matching the description given to Ragnar by Aelia, a narrow cleft, running between two of the massive rises, beckoned.

    At his recognition of the dark crevice, Ragnar set a quicker pace for the warrior band. Despite having marched steadily since the first light of day, none of the men voiced a word in protest. All of them understood a more comfortable atmosphere awaited the group within the sheltered area running between the high, rocky plateaus.

    The sun advanced farther across the sky during the time it took to reach the plateaus, and dusk was not far away when they drew up before the towering fissure separating the rocky heights.

    Ragnar turned and addressed the men. “Aelia said the priests are not far from here. Be on your guard. Keep your weapons at the ready. Rogues and marauders alike would find these tight confines promising for an ambush.”

    The men nodded their understanding to him, and all took up their weapons, including Ragnar.

    Entering the natural passageway, a soothing, cool shade enveloped the warriors, the high, craggy walls of the plateaus rising to each side, shielding the men from the direct rays of the sun.

    Ragnar welcomed the relief from the battering heat and celebrated the change with a long, refreshing swig from his water skin. Though warm, the liquid brought immediate refreshment, as it glided down his parched throat.

    Until that moment, he had partaken of his water sparingly, but the priests were not far, and they would undoubtedly have a water source where he could refill the skin to capacity. Many of the others did likewise, taking extended draughts, and they slowed their pace.

    The nooks and crevices to the sides of the passageway did not offer a lot of places to conceal a potential attacker, but none of the warriors lowered their wariness. Placing scrutiny on every fold, shadow, and jutting ledge, the group progressed carefully down the gritty pathway.

    The entrance to the passageway, and the view that it gave of the open terrain beyond, eventually disappeared behind them, raising the sense of enclosure. With the irregular course of the path, working its way about spurs protruding from either side, they could see for only a short distance in either direction.

    To Ragnar’s eyes, it was as if a giant had torn a larger plateau asunder, ripping it apart in a burst of violence and leaving the ragged fissure separating the two sides.

    Rounding one such rocky extension that took them a little to the left before continuing forward again, Ragnar brought the group to a swift halt.

    An older man in tawny robes stood in the center of the passageway. Lean of face, he had deep-set eyes and a large nose, with a scraggly, gray beard and long, unkempt hair that fell loosely about his shoulders.

    A round, stone medallion rested in the middle of his chest, suspended from a thin, twine cord about his neck. Ragnar stood too far away to make out the detail on the medallion’s surface, but he could tell that it held some design or inscription.

    Ragnar kept his right hand gripped firm upon the haft of Raven Caller, but he did not raise the weapon. Looking to each side, he detected no signs of an ambush, with scant few places large enough to hide a man.

    “Travelers, I see purpose in the direction you march,” the robed figure called out to them, his resonant voice echoing off the rocks. “Whom do you seek?”

    “We seek the high priest Eressadur,” Ragnar replied, filling the narrow confines with his booming voice. “We were told to come here by Aelia, who rules in Kadaros,”

    The robed man eyed Ragnar for a few heartbeats, and then replied, “Then you have found him. I am Eressadur, High Priest of the Order of the Veiled Path.”

    “I was told to first give you this,” Ragnar stated, taking the scroll given to him by Aelia out of the pouch at his waist. He raised it up for the high priest to see.

    “Bring it to me,” Eressadur instructed.

    Ragnar strode forward and crossed the ground between them. When he reached the high priest, he looked the old man straight in his gray eyes and handed the scroll over.

    Taking the scroll from Ragnar, Eressadur peered at the wax seal for an extended moment before breaking it. With his long fingers, he unrolled the vellum sheet and read the contents inscribed on its surface.

    Raising his head, the high priest gave Ragnar a smile. “You are a blessing to us and to our gracious benefactor, Aelia. We will fulfill Aelia’s desire and see it done. I welcome you and your men among our humble community of priests. Come with me, I will show you to our dwellings. There you shall be given food, drink, and shelter. You can rest the night, and return to Aelia with the return of the sun.”

    “You have my gratitude and that of my warriors,” Ragnar replied politely.

    Looking back, Ragnar signaled for the rest of the war band to come forward and follow.

    The high priest turned and started forward, leading the warriors down the passageway. He said nothing, and only the sounds of their footsteps scratching against the scree-covered ground trespassed against the quiet stillness surrounding them.

    They continued onward for about half a league before the path entered a broad stretch of open ground lying at the juncture of a split. The path they walked upon continued ahead, to the north, and another forked off to the right, heading eastward.

    The second path ran along the base of a towering cliff facing, containing a pathway that zig-zagged up the lofty facade to an arched cave opening far above.

    “We will take this path, our dwellings are within the cave above,” Eressadur announced to the group, before turning to the right and making his way toward the bottom of the path climbing the cliff face.

    With a steep pitch, the path was just broad enough for them to travel in single file, with a little room to spare. Ascending, their steps crunched on the dry, gritty surface.

    Though an older man, Eressadur showed no difficulty with the climb. Leading the warrior group with no trace of overexertion, his breathing did not become labored in the slightest.

    Impressed with the apparent health and condition of the old man, Ragnar imagined that the harsher environment toughened anyone that lived day to day within it.

    After they reached a great height, with a dizzying drop a mere step to their right, the path finally leveled out. It continued straight for a short distance, before coming to an end at the mouth of a cave.

    Barely tall enough for Ragnar to walk through without hunching over, the entry point broadened into a larger chamber a few paces within. The entrance to a small passageway could be seen toward the back, off to the right.

    Eressadur took up a small horn, hanging at his waist from a lengthy cord crossing his shoulder and chest. Blowing upon it, he sent a low-pitched tone flowing through the chamber and into the passage at the back.

    After a short wait, three robed figures emerged from the passage, one of them carrying a torch. Two looked to be of middle age, judging from the mix of gray and black hairs in their long, coarse beards and in the locks descending from their heads. Carrying a torch, the third appeared to be of about Ragnar’s age, a man in his physical prime.

    Like Eressadur, they wore circular pendants about their necks.

    The trio came to a stop a few paces from Eressadur and lowered their heads in a deferential manner.

    Eressadur addressed the men. “Brothers, we have guests who will be staying with us this night. Go and see that a meal is prepared, and that a chamber is prepared for them to sleep in later.”

    The men gave the high priest low bows, turned, and strode back across the chamber and into the passage.

    Eressadur turned to Ragnar and the other mercenaries. “My brothers will see to your needs. Come with me, and we will see that all of you are fed.”

    With a rumble in his empty belly, Ragnar had no disputes with the announcement. He slid Raven Caller back into the loop at his waste, judging everything secure enough now that they were in the abode of the priests.

    The high priest let them through the antechamber and into the passage. Broader than the path running up the cliff facing, the passage was lit at periodic intervals by small bronze lamps set into niches carved out of the rock walls.

    The air had a musty scent, but it was not unpleasant, nor was its cooler touch. They proceeded for a short distance, until Eressadur turned aside, stepping into an opening to the right.

    Inside was a hollowed-out chamber, a spacious cavity dug out of the rock. A couple of priests were engaged in setting reed mats on the ground all around the perimeter of the circular space.

    “Those who came before us delved deep into the rock,” Eressadur said, when all of the men were gathered inside. “We continue that work, but this was one of the first spaces, created to accommodate all of our brothers and guests for meals. I am not able to offer you the comforts that you may have had in Kadaros, but you will not walk out of this room hungry.”

    “That is all we need,” Ragnar said, followed by murmurs of assent from the other warriors.

    Eressadur directed them to take places on the mats. Ragnar found a spot and sat down, cross-legged, with Ahirom on his left and Ingvar to his right.

    Resting his back against the wall, Ragnar allowed his body to relax. With shelter and food coming shortly, he had plenty enough for his needs of the moment.

    The priests of Eressadur’s order clearly led a life of austerity, but Ragner had no doubt that he and his men would be attended to well enough. The reaction of the high priest to the scroll told Ragnar that the elderly figure harbored both respect and affinity for Aelia.

    Eressadur took a place on a mat not far from Ragnar. As they waited, other priests came in and found places around the chamber.

    Like Eressadur and the three Ragnar had seen back in the antechamber, the priests reflected a variety of ages, and all had rougher, somewhat disheveled appearances. Their manner of living clearly stood in stark contrast to the trappings of Kadaros’ ruling class, despite the apparent closeness between their high priest and Aelia.

    The priests looked upon the mercenaries with obvious interest, but they did not interact with them, likely an element of the rules they adhered to. They did not speak to each other either, seeming content to remain in silence.

    “We do not have much, but what we do have we gladly share with you,” Eressadur said to Ragnar.

    “We are grateful,” Ragnar responded politely. “It has been a long march under the hot sun.”

    “You need have no worries of the heat, it remains cool throughout this place,” Eressadur replied with an amiable smile.

    “Is it just your priests that live in this place?” Ragnar asked, curious.

    Eressadur nodded. “Yes, it is not a life for most. We take care of ourselves here. All of our needs. It is a disciplined life, but in its simplicity there is reward.”

    For a moment, Ragnar thought about asking the high priest about the beliefs that he and the priests adhered to. He decided to refrain, not wanting to risk unwittingly causing an offense so soon after being given hospitality.

    Yet he wondered what caused a group of men to sequester themselves in such a remote place, to lead lives devoid of flowing ale and wine, and never experience the welcoming embrace of women.

    Their apparent discipline he respected. In some ways, the discipline it took to lead a highly austere life was not all that different from that needed by a skilled, seasoned warrior.

    The priests saw to their own needs, and it was clear they had been able to sustain their order over a long time, living in a strenuous environment with a paucity of resources to make use of.

    When Ragnar detected a few hints of impatience beginning to show on some of the warriors’ faces, the meal promised to them finally arrived. Several more priests entered and moved about the chamber, bringing clay bowls filled with warm stew to each of the warriors.

    Other priests brought them cups; the clay vessels filled with a sweet, fruit-laced drink of a kind Ragnar had never had before.

    Once the warriors had been given the bowls and cups, the other priests were attended until all had food and drink. The sounds of slurping and sipping soon filled the chamber. A few of the warriors talked amongst each other in low voices, but, for the most part, the priests ate their meals in silence.

    Stirring the cloudy broth with the clay spoon provided, Ragnar eyed the contents of the bowl. Little bits of meat and tiny pieces of leaves floated in the warm liquid.

    “The broth is made from a rare plant that grows in these lands,” Eressadur said. “It will help restore your strength and clarity of focus.”

    “What meat is this?” Ingvar asked the high priest, with an edge of apprehension.

    “It is from a kind of lizard found in this area,” Eressadur answered. “Meat is a delicacy to us, but it is not often we have guests among us.”

    Ingvar’s face eased at the answer, and he took another spoonful.

    Ragnar found the thin stew bland to his taste, but it was far better than nothing. A couple bowls of it suppressed the gnawing hunger inside his stomach.

    “You have my gratitude for this,” Ragnar said to Eressadur, after he tilted the bowl to drain the last of its contents.

    Erassadur gave him a smile, and stated, “I am sorry we can not offer more. We lead simple lives here, and we do not involve ourselves in the affairs of emperors ... or kings and queens.”

    “A wise choice,” Ahirom commented. “The simpler life is the better life.”

    After setting his bowl on the ground, Ragnar leaned back. “You must overcome many hardships to live in such a barren place.”

    Eressadur replied, “We have all the water we need, from a stream deeper underground, and more dwells in the desert than you might realize. Aelia, and those who came before her, have provided for some of our needs. Other things we get through trade with the Barradan tribes that pass near to this place at times.”

    “The nomads are skilled desert dwellers,” Ragnar said.

    “That they are,” Eressadur replied, nodding in agreement. “They know every rock and crevice in this wilderness.”

    “You would need to, to live out there in it,” Ragar stated.

    “I have little interest in being a nomad,” Eressadur said. “I prefer the cool air of these caves and tunnels to the heat outside.”

    “I will agree to that,” Ingvar said, his beard slick with both drink and soup.

    Seeing the large, wet patch on the front of Ingvar’s tunic, Ragnar wondered if the man had managed to get even half of his fare inside his body.

    Looking around, Ragnar saw that the others in his group were finished with their meals. A couple of the priests were gathering up the empty bowls and cups.

    Not desiring to overstay his welcome, Ragnar turned to Erresadur.

    “Are our sleeping quarters near? I am sure that you have your own ways that you follow each night, and we do not wish to cause disruption to your order,” Ragnar said.

    “The chamber for you and your men to use is close,” Eressadur said. “But all of you are welcome here. It is a boon to have such a large number of guests. The word of your approach from priests keeping watch came most unexpected.”

    Ragnar said, “Aelia wished to have the scrolls she desired to be well protected, and she did not want to send Maragian soldiers to get them.”

    “I understand her dilemma in using soldiers of the empire,” Eressadur said. “It is fortunate a strong group of mercenaries such as yours was close at hand.”

    “It is no hardship,” Ragnar said. “Aelia is rewarding us well. We can always make use of a few more coins in our pouches.”

    At the mention of their recompense, Ragnar thought of the heated night he had spent intertwined with Aelia in her bed. The pleasant memory spurred the blood in his veins a little faster, but he was not about to mention that part of her offer to the ascetic priest.

    “It is good you found favor with her,” Eressadur said, the comment nearly causing Ragnar to chuckle, given what he had just been thinking of. Eressadur then got to his feet. “I will see you and your men to your quarters for the night. We have evening prayers to attend to soon.”

    Ragnar and the other warriors rose up at the high priest’s declaration and followed him out of the chamber. Eressadur led them a short distance to another chamber, a little smaller in size than the one they had eaten in.

    A couple of circular bronze oil lamps, set on opposite sides of the chamber from each other, shed enough light to see everything in the room with no difficulty. Long, woven reed mats had already been placed around the walls of the chamber, enough to accommodate everyone in Ragnar’s band. A large hide accompanied each of the mats.

    Eressadur looked to Ragnar when all within group had filed into the chamber. “I find that I do not need coverings at night, but if any of your men find it to be too chilly, these coverings of softened camel skin will keep them warm.”

    The warriors fanned out into the chamber, claiming spaces. Ragnar remained at the side of the high priest.

    “When do you wish to give me the scrolls we were sent for?” Ragnar asked him. “If it is possible, I would like to take possession of them now.”

    “I can provide those to you now, as you wish,” Eressadur said, without hesitation. “Come with me.”

    The high priest took Ragnar from the chamber, and they proceeded down the tunnel outside, working their way deeper into the cave complex. The winding passage took a slight, downward pitch, taking them lower.

    Much of the time, they walked shrouded in deep shadow, with only an occasional oil lamp to break up the gloom and prevent longer stretches from becoming pitch black.

    They passed other chambers and what looked to be offshoot passages. Seeing the extent of their cave and tunnel complex, Ragnar got the sense that the mysterious order of priests was ancient in nature.

    A little after, the faint sound of running water rose, coming from farther ahead.

    Then, Eressadur drew to a halt at a large wooden door fitted with a lock. Taking a key from a pouch at his waist, he unlocked the door and opened it.

    He took up a small lamp resting in a shallow recess beside the door before entering. Stepping into the chamber behind Eressadur, Ragnar waited as the old priest moved about and lit a few candles set in square niches around the circular space.

    After the new flames surged to life and shed their light, Ragnar looked around at an array of large, clay vessels set on narrow ledges carved into the walls of the chamber.

    Eressadur swept his right hand through the air before him, from the left to the right, indicating the shelves and vessels on them. “Here is where we keep the scrolls we have gathered and created through the ages. In here, in these vessels, they are well-preserved.”

    Taking a stride to the right, Eressadur took the lid from one of the high jars and retrieved a twine-bound scroll from within. Handling the rolled parchment tenderly, he held it up before Ragnar.

    Eressadur told him, “Each one is a treasure, and what you see before you is greater than what can be found in many kingdoms and empires.”

    “Are you not concerned with this Adis Khan?” Ragnar asked. “Will his dogs not find this place if they sweep across these lands?”

    “We have endured here in these caves through many changes in authority over the lands surrounding this place,” Eressadur said, calmly. “Those pursuing riches and power do not concern themselves with us ... though some have sought our guidance ... and help.”

    “Aelia .. and her family ... are some of those you speak of,” Ragnar said.

    Eressadur nodded. “Long has that family held discretion toward us, and in return we have written their history dutifully. Aelia has been a generous benefactor of ours in this current age.”

    “It is clear she holds great reverence toward you and your order,” Ragnar said.

    “I have read the message that she sent along with you,” Eressadur said. “It seems that she desires to take all of the scrolls containing the history of her family line into her keeping.”

    “That is my understanding as well,” Ragnar replied.

    “We will honor that,” Eressadur said.

    Placing the scroll in his hand back into the vessel, he replaced the lid. Stepping back near the entrance, he took up a large hide pouch, the size of a saddlebag, from the floor, where a few of them were mounded together.

    Then, Eressadur continued along the side of the chamber to the right for several paces before coming to a stop. Opening one jar after another, he carefully took out scrolls and placed them into the large pouch.

    Finally, he turned about and returned to Ragnar.

    Opening up the hide pack he carried, he held it forth for Ragnar’s eyes, revealing that the interior was almost full, with scrolls. “You will find everything that Aelia wanted contained within.”

    Closing the pouch, Eressadur took a few moments to secure the flap over the opening. When done, he handed the pack over to Ragnar.

    The high priest stated. “Convey this to Aelia safely.”

    “I intend to,” Ragnar stated, harboring little worry. The scrolls would be in Aelia’s possession by the next nightfall.

    “Good,” Eressadur responded amiably. “Now, I must return you to your sleeping quarters. It is not long before I must observe rites with my brothers.”

    Ragnar nodded to the high priest. Eressadur moved about the room and extinguished the candle flames before the two departed the room.

    At the entrance, the high priest paused to lock the door, and then he took Ragnar back along the passage the way they had come. The hints of running water faded behind him, and they gradually ascended, as they made their way back to the chamber provided to the warriors for sleeping.

    Once they reached the entrance to the chamber, Eressadur bid Ragnar well, and then he parted from him.

    Carrying the hide pouch with the scrolls, Ragnar strode into the chamber.

    

    ***

    

    Low voices echoed about the chamber as the warriors settled into place for the duration of the night. The pair of oil lamps glowed softly, emitting just enough light to make out the forms of the men in the dim, shadowy environs.

    Sitting or lying upon the reed mats provided by the priests for their bedding, the men talked amongst each other or dwelled in their own thoughts.

    A sharper chill filled the air, but its touch was still pleasant enough. Despite the availability of the softened camel skins, there was no need for any kind of coverings.

    Placing Raven Caller to one side of the mat he had chosen, and the hide pouch with the scrolls on the other, Ragnar sat down and leaned his back against a flatter spot on the chamber wall. His chest heaving, he took a long, slow breath. The time for rest had come.

    “This is no palace, and that was no feast we had tonight, but I prefer all of this to warring with the Teverens,” Ahirom said from his mat to the right of Ragnar. “I do not miss any of that.”

    “We are a long way from their lands, and your own,” Ragnar responded, glancing over to the Kartajenian.

    Ahirom rumbled with laughter. “The whole world is now my lands, northerner! Did you not know you had such a powerful man in your mercenary group?” When his bout of levity ebbed, he added, in a thoughtful tone, “Here we are, warriors of many lands, who now choose the battles we fight. It is a good way to be, no matter where we are from.”

    “There are many good things to be said for the life of the mercenary,” Ragnar said. “For my part, one of the best is that we can walk away from fools whenever we wish ... even if they deem themselves kings.”

    “Plenty of fools to be found in these desert lands,” Ahirom said, shaking his head. “Foolish Magarians that do not understand the threat they are facing.”

    “Foolish Magarians, foolish Astrians, and many others drunk on folly,” Ragnar said. “Only the Hebrennans have any true vigilance in these lands, and for that they hold my respect.”

    “And mine,” Ahirom agreed. After a brief pause, he continued, his voice a little lower, “I see you did not come back with the priest empty handed. Did you get what we came for?”

    “Yes, I decided it would be best to get that done before we sleep,” Ragnar answered. “We will leave early, at dawn’s light, so that we are behind the walls of Kadaros before the sun sets.”

    “That sounds like a great plan to me,” Ahirom replied with a grin. “We will have to indulge ourselves a little. Two days of marching in the hot sun can make a man thirsty.”

    “You are beginning to sound like Ingvar,” Ragnar said, giving a low chuckle.

    “He is not always wrong,” Ahirom countered, laughing quietly.

    “No, not always,” Ragnar replied, turning his head and looking at the slumbering form of Ingvar to his other side. Low snores accompanying his breaths, the northerner appeared to be resting well.

    Ragnar looked back toward the big Kartajenian warrior and smirked. “Do not worry, Ahirom, we will drink together soon enough, and we will not stop until the sun rises.”

    “I do not think that is all you will be doing, unless my eyes deceived me,” Ahirom replied with an air of amusement.

    Ragnar grinned. “I am sure there will be other pursuits to be had ... and for you as well.”

    “From your mouth to the ears of the gods,” Ahirom replied wistfully.“For now, I will have to settle for dreams.”

    Ahirom rolled onto his side, his head propped up with a bunched-up camel skin now being used as a cushion.

    Sitting quietly in the shadows, Ragnar was not yet ready to give himself over to sleep. Numerous thoughts drifted through his mind, and he could not shed a deeper restlessness keeping him wide-awake.

    After a short while passed, Ragnar decided to get up, stretch his limbs, and find a place outside the chamber to relieve his bladder.

    Getting to his feet silently, Ragnar made his way past his sleeping companions and exited into the passageway beyond. Standing in the tunnel, he looked to his left. A part of him considered making his way to the entrance of the complex.

    The air outside was less musty, and he imagined the view of the stars, from the top of the cliff, would be a spectacular sight to behold.

    As he contemplated the idea, the nagging pressure in his bladder reminded him of his first priority. An oil lamp burned farther down the passageway in the other direction, marking an area shown to his group earlier by the priests.

    Ragnar strode along the passage to a small room hollowed out of the rock on his left, across from the oil lamp. A round cavity excavated in the floor at the back edge indicated the room’s purpose, for relieving bodily waste.

    The cramped area was barely large enough for him to fit inside, and he was glad that it was only his bladder that needed an outlet. Lowering his trousers and pulling down his loincloth, Ragnar released an extensive stream into the hole in the floor, until he finally emptied himself. After finishing and situating both loincloth and trousers, he stepped back into the passageway and paused.

    Coming from somewhere down the passage, Ragnar could hear faint voices. Though barely perceptible, he knew they did not come from his own group.

    Finding the ways of reclusive ascetics strange and mysterious, Ragnar recalled Eredassur telling him that the priests had evening rituals to attend to that night. Having learned nothing of their religion, or the gods they served, he could not stymie the flame of curiosity that sparked within.

    Still fully awake, and without anything else to occupy his mind, Ragnar decided to see if he could learn something of the ways of the priests hosting the mercenary band. He started down the passageway, heading in the direction of the voices.

    The voices shared a unity and rhythm, suggesting some manner of chanting, which aligned with the notion of a ritual.

    Wondering what their rituals might be like, Ragnar continued down the passage, the voices slowly growing in volume.

    Rolling each step slowly, silent as a prowling tiger, Ragnar walked along the murky, winding tunnel as it slanted downward. With the voices guiding him, he passed the entrances to other tunnels and a few chambers; all of them steeped in darkness.

    As before, the passage’s only illumination came from a few scattered lamps, set apart at wide intervals. Rising further in volume, the voices proved to be engaged in a repeating chant, as Ragnar first suspected.

    Spoken in a different tongue than the priests used earlier, Ragnar could not understand the words, piquing his curiosity further.

    At last, he came upon a tunnel, out of which the voices carried louder and clearer, beckoning to him. Despite the gloom, there was enough light for him to see all the way down its length.

    Sloping downward at a steeper pitch than the main one he had been walking on, the tunnel proceeded for a short distance before ending at the threshold of a larger chamber. Watching for the slightest hints of movement, Ragnar crept down the tunnel, slowing to a halt when he reached the farther end.

    Peering into the chamber, Ragnar’s eyes widened, setting his eyes on a captivating, strange scene.

    A broad fire pit blazed at the center of the chamber, providing a substantial amount of illumination compared to the tunnels.

    Within the boundary of a large, outer circle, an extensive series of markings had been rendered onto the floor. A series of lines, both straight and curved, created what looked to be some kind of sigil, though Ragnar could not fathom what god or entity they represented.

    Ringing the fire and gazing into the flames with solemn looks upon their faces, around fifteen priests stood in place with their arms raised, palms up, chanting.

    On the opposite side of the chamber from Ragnar’s position, Eressadur stood within the circle of priests, near the edge of the fire pit.

    An intensive look of concentration on his face, the high priest showed no indications of discomfort, despite his close proximity to the robust flames.

    The chanting continued for a long while. When it finally drew to an end, the priests fell into silence. Crackling and hissing, the flames continued their hold upon the stares of the robed men.

    Following a short period of quiet, the high priest spoke in a raised voice, keeping his eyes fixed on the fire. “Gather, brothers, for a sacred feast this night, an offering of flesh sent to us from our benefactor, Aelia. She has provided us all with an abundance of nourishment in this offering for our bodies and spirits.”

    “We eat of the flesh to sustain life,” the priests responded in unison.

    Listening to their words, Ragnar brow furrowed as he tried to understand what Eredassur had just said.

    Aelia had sent nothing with Ragnar beyond the scroll containing her request for Eredassur. Ragnar saw no sacrificial animals within the circle or anywhere within the chamber, to substantiate such an offering.

    Yet the high priest’s words had been clear enough. The priests were to partake of a feast of flesh that night that had come to them as an offering from Aelia.

    Increasingly perplexed, Ragnar listened as Eredassur proceeded to address the priests.

    “Let each be anointed, to be as one with the living fire,” the high priest announced, lifting up a small vial held in his right hand.

    Turning and approaching one of the other priests, the high priest came to a stop in front of him.

    In a ceremonial fashion, the high priest poured a little of the vial’s contents into his right hand, before reaching forward and anointing the forehead of the man before him.

    Then, Eredassur continued around the chamber, anointing the others one by one. When finished, he returned the vial to a pouch tied to the narrow hide belt about his waist.

    “Anointed ones, prepare to receive the living fire,” Eredessur commanded.

    All of the men shed their robes. Leaving them on the ground, they turned naked toward the fire, and took a step forward, the billowing flames reflecting in their eyes.

    Spreading his arms wide, Eredaddur started a low incantation in the unfamiliar language used in the earlier chants.

    As the high priest spoke, the flames within the pit lifted upward. To Ragnar’s eyes, the flames appeared to be responding directly to Eredassur, moving and growing of their own accord.

    Surging increasingly higher, and swelling in volume, the growing inferno rose toward the high ceiling of the chamber.

    Then, to Ragnar’s astonishment, the upper part of the blaze formed into a massive head and torso. Turning about, the fiery entity gazed down at the priests encircling it, before fixing its attention on Eredassur.

    The giant figure’s torso was man-like in form, with a sculpted, powerful muscularity reflected throughout its wide chest, broad shoulders, bull-like neck, and thick arms. The latter culminated in lengthy talons, extending from the end of its large fingers.

    The head of the entity was far less human in appearance. It had a long, narrow face that tapered down into a jutting, pointy chin line. Its mouth, disproportionately large in proportion, contained a host of slender, spiky teeth.

    The fire-creature had skull-like cavities where a nose would otherwise have been, and its broad eyes brimmed with a white-hot intensity. Rising from each side of its head, prominent ears with a crescent shape curved back and then up to end in sharp points.

    Lowering its head toward Eredassur, the entity suddenly recoiled and bared its arsenal of teeth.

    “We bear the mark, and you are forbidden to harm us,” the high priest said firmly.

    “Creature of clay, dung, and dust, why have you disturbed me with this summoning,” the entity responded in an otherworldly voice that sounded like several gusts of wind blending with the rumble of a mountainous rockslide.

    “You are bound and compelled to serve our will, Ifrit,” Eredassur countered in a commanding tone, showing no fear in the face of the living inferno.

    The flames of the entity’s body brightened in response to the high priest, many of them taking a white hue. Ragnar sensed tremendous rage in the supernatural creature, but it did not move to harm the high priest.

    “I have summoned you to empower us in our transformation this night,” Eressadur replied, maintaining his stare and keeping the same, authoritative tone.

    The entity bared its fire-teeth, and more of the flames of its body whitened. “You hold me in bondage, creature of clay, dung, and dust.”

    “A bondage you do not have the power to break,” Eredassur countered, his words sounding more like a reminder than any kind of mockery.

    A grating, eerie roar filled the chamber, but the beast still showed no sign of assailing the man that it towered above.

    “Bestow the living fire on all priests within this circle,” Eressadur commanded. “That they may receive transformation.”

    Remaining in the confines of the fire pit, the giant being turned around slowly. Raising its right arm, it clenched its fist.

    Sweeping the arm through the air, it opened its hand, unfurling the talons, sprinkling flames from the tips like drops of lava that rained down upon the gathered priests.

    The little fiery drops pattering onto their naked bodies and absorbed into the skin, wherever they alighted. The entity completed its circumference, distributing the flames to all of the priests, including Eressadur.

    The priests surrounding the fire then began twisting, contorting, and writhing where they stood. A multitude of sharp cracks and pops sounded throughout the chamber.

    Limbs elongating slowly, their skin pulled tighter about the bone structure underneath, taking on a leathery texture and becoming increasingly taut. When the process ceased, all of the priests were noticeably taller, with a leaner, bonier appearance.

    Black talons pushed through the ends of their long fingers. Their jaws stretched wider, jagged teeth pushing into sight through bleeding gums.

    The gangly, bestial figures growled and snarled as they completed their bodily transformations.

    Watching the surreal process, Ragnar understood the nature of the offering that Aelia had made; and also the source of the flesh intended for the order’s feast.

    Turning away from the chamber, Ragnar hurried up the short tunnel and then turned left, hastening down the main passageway taking him back to where the warriors lay in slumber.

    Once he reached the entryway, Ragnar shouted into the room, exhorting the warriors, “Awaken! To your feet! Take up your weapons! An attack comes!”

    Roused quickly, the warriors responded in a swift manner, scrambling to get up. In a handful of moments, all were standing and alert, with weapons in hand.

    “What threatens?” Ingvar asked.

    “Our hosts are not as they seemed,” Ragnar explained. “We have been deceived. They summoned a creature of the abyss that changed their forms. They are now more beast than man, and they are coming for us.”

    Ingvar scowled. “Wolf-men?”

    Ragnar shook his head. “No, this is something else. I have not encountered these things before.”

    “Whatever they are, we will greet them with steel,” Ahirom replied grimly, a simmering fury in his eyes.

    “Let them come, they will not find us easy prey,” Eigill declared, a sharp glint in his eyes.

    The Griacan among them, Tisandros, then spoke up. “I say to the walls, to the shadows. When they enter, we can strike.”

    Murmurs of assent rippled through the others, and they all looked to Ragnar. Finding the idea to his liking, he told them to get into place around the perimeter of the chamber.

    When all were in place, they became silent, and a pensive hush fell over the room.

    Not long afterward, the light scratching of talons on rock and low raspy breaths came from the passageway outside the chamber.

    A shadow darkened the entrance, as the first of the creatures entered. The lanky figures stalked into the chamber, one after another, spreading out and looking down toward the mats.

    Filling the chamber with a bellowing cry of primal rage, Ragnar launched himself from the shadows along the side of the chamber. Whipping his axe across, he beheaded one of the beast-men standing near, sending its head thudding onto the ground.

    All around him, the other warriors cried out and sprang out of the shadows, assailing the beast-men.

    Guttural, inhuman cries, shrieks, and the shouts of warriors filled the chamber as a swirling, chaotic melee broke out.

    Near to Ragnar, one of the beast-men raked its claws across the midsection of a warrior, shredding the flesh of his belly and exposing the guts beneath. The stunned look on the man’s face turned to sheer agony as the creature drove its talons deep into the hideous wound.

    Another creature leaped into a spear-wielding man to Ragnar’s left. Taking him down to the ground, the thing clamped its jaws onto his neck and savagely ripped out his throat.

    Sorely beset, Ragnar could not come to the aid of either man. A swipe from one of the creatures cut through his tunic and left a streak of bleeding lines down his side.

    Ragnar barreled the end of his axe straight into his attacker’s face, shattering many teeth and knocking the creature backwards. Surging forward, Ragnar bellowed and chopped into the creature’s skull, splitting it down the center.

    Yanking his axe free and infuriated by the pain in his side, Ragnar waded into the fray at the center of the chamber, where several of the creatures were clustered.

    Hacking and slashing, Ragnar elicited agonized howls and high-pitched shrieks as he cleaved through the midst of the beast-men. One after another fell in a tempest of spraying blood and severed limbs.

    Spreading its jaws wide, one of the beast-men lunged at Ragnar from the side. Catching the movement at the edge of his vision, he rotated fast, turning Raven Caller horizontal and stepping forward.

    Jamming the lengthy axe blade into the spread jaws, Ragnar pushed forward with great exertion.

    Toppling the creature backward, Ragnar drove it to the ground. Unrelenting in his assault, he pressed all the downward force he could muster.

    The blade’s sharp edge cut deeper, filling the creature’s maw.

    Gagging and gasping, the stricken creature instinctively bit down on the advancing iron until its jaws went slack, as the axe severed the muscles powering its bite.

    With a hard shove and a grunt, Ragnar cut through bone and flesh.

    The blade struck hard ground, and the top half of the creature’s head fell away, rolling back and no longer attached to the body.

    Breathing hard, and slick with sweat and the blood of his attackers, Ragnar got to his feet and turned about, his back to the wall.

    Before him, the last few struggles drew to an end. He watched the Astrian Vidarna savage one of the beast-men like he was gutting a fish. Nearby, Ingvar’s blade punched through the back of another beast-man’s skull, following a deadly, straight thrust.

    With the other Astrian, Navdar, carving up a beast-man with several rapid, slashing strikes of his blade, the fighting came to an end at last.

    The floor of the chamber glistened with blood and gore. A terrible stench clung to the air, rife with the pungency of offal and excrement.

    None of the beast-men moved. The mutilated bodies of five warriors were interspersed among the creatures.

    Two of the surviving warriors tended to another who had suffered a deep bite to his left arm during the fighting.

    His blade sleek with blood, a few bleeding cuts on his arms, Ahirom walked up to Ragnar. “What do we do now, Ragnar?”

    Ragnar kept his eyes on the wounded man being tended to, recognizing him as a young Magarian named Ennodius, who had been among the last to join their mercenary band. He could only hope that he had not bled out too much and that the wound did not fester later.

    “Gather up everything we can, we will leave this place,” Ragnar told Ahirom. “I will go with another warrior or two to take a look about the place where these scum changed their forms.”

    “Do you think others are out there?” Ahirom asked.

    Ragnar shook his head. “It looks to my eyes like all of them were among the attackers. If one or two yet remain, I will cut them down.

    A few moments later, Ragnar, Tisandros, and Ingvar exited the chamber and made their way along the passageway, heading toward the place where the shape-changing ritual had taken place.

    Listening carefully, Ragnar heard nothing to indicate further beast-men lurking within the chambers and branching tunnels that they passed.

    A fire continued to burn within the pit at the center of the large chamber, but there were no signs of the entity that had been there when the priests had transformed.

    Though no inhuman figures could be seen within the flames, a sense of unease began creeping through Ragnar as he looked upon the fire.

    Standing at his side, Tisandros asked him in a low voice, “What troubles you, Ragnar?”

    “Something I saw within those flames,” Ragnar said, recalling the towering entity he had witnessed, echoes of its ghastly voice passing through his mind.

    Ragnar waited a little longer before stepping into the chamber. Tisandros and Ingvar followed, spreading out to either side of him.

    Walking carefully about the area, Ragnar kept an eye on the fire, but it continued to burn without any hint of the fiery creature. Making his way about the circle encompassing the sigil on the floor, he came upon the discarded tunic and belt of the high priest.

    Leaning over, he reached down and picked the belt up. A couple of small hide pouches were affixed to it, tied with leather cording.

    In one pouch, he recognized the small vial used to anoint all of the priests, before the thing in the fire had been summoned forth. Made of hardened clay, the vial had a plain appearance, with no markings or adornments of any kind on the surface of the bulbous object.

    The other pouch held the small amulet that the high priest had removed from his neck.

    Afforded a close look, and curious, Ragnar examined the amulet briefly. Made of a gritty, dark stone, the facing exhibited a carved design in the shape of an open eye with nine lashes, or perhaps rays, radiating outward.

    To his best guess, it was a symbol of the Order of the Veiled Path. Finished with his inspection, Ragnar slipped the amulet back into the pouch and closed it.

    Ragnar then untied the pouch from the high priest’s belt, and he put it into a larger one secured to the belt around his own waist.

    He started to set the high priest’s belt back down when an afterthought struck him. Rare oils fetched lofty prices in many markets, and perhaps the vial contained a highly valuable substance, regardless of its ritualistic uses.

    On the slight chance that the vial might bring him a hefty bounty in a market, Ragnar decided to keep the second pouch. He found just enough room for it in the larger pouch on his own belt.

    Moving on, he completed his search of the room, finding nothing more of interest.

    “I am finished here, we can leave,” Ragnar declared to the other two with him.

    “I’ll not argue on that,” Ingvar remarked, looking about. “This place has an ill feel to it.”

    Leaving the chamber, the three warriors made their way back down the passageway. Only the sounds of their breathing and footsteps scraping on the ground pierced the heavy stillness.

    When they reached the room where the fight with the beast-men had taken place, Ragnar stepped over the corpses lying in his path and went over to the mat he had used.

    Looking for the hide pack with the scrolls Eredassur had selected and placed within, he grew a little disturbed, seeing nothing.

    “Ragnar, are you looking for this?” Eigill’s voice came from behind, prompting Ragnar to turn about.

    Holding the hide pack Ragnar had been looking for, Eigill gave him a broad grin.

    “It is indeed,” Ragnar said, relieved at the sight.

    Eigill handed the hide pack over to him. “I made certain it would not be forgotten in the middle of all this excitement.”

    “Excitement indeed,” Ragnar replied, laughing and shaking his head.

    “I have had my fill for the night, though, so can we take leave of our hosts yet?” Eigill asked, the grin remaining on his face but his eyes showing his words to be only half-jest.

    “Yes, there is nothing more for us here,” Ragnar said.

    Reminding the warriors to retrieve anything they had taken off and set down prior to the fighting, Ragnar indicated that the time had come to depart.

    None of the men wished to leave the bodies of their fallen comrades behind. Nothing could be done, other than pulling the bodies away from the sprawling carnage and gathering them within their own area.

    Draping camel-skin hides over the bodies, the surviving warriors quietly paid their respects to the slain, each in their own way.

    When finished, the warriors filed out of the room, none of them saying a word.

    After making their way down the passage to the antechamber at the front of the cave complex, Ragnar set his eyes on the exit and the star-filled night skies beyond.

    “A night march back to Kadaros?” Ahirom asked him.

    “It benefits us nothing to wait for morning,” Ragnar replied.

    Thinking of Aelia, his anger flared, but he said nothing of her treachery to Ahirom and the other warriors.

    He did not wish to enrage the mercenary band in a way that might erupt into open conflict with the Magarians. Aelia ... and Aelia alone ... held responsibility for what had taken place in the caves.

    Striding forth, Ragnar led the men toward the cave opening.

    A sound from behind them caused Ragnar to whirl about,

    Now returned to the form of a man, the high priest stumbled into sight from the entrance of the passageway. His face a mask of rage, blood seeping from his wounds, the naked high priest glared at the warriors.

    “Darkness will bring you no rest! The living fire will see your deaths!” Eredassur screeched, reaching out to brace himself on the side of the passageway.

    Though visibly weakening, he began to speak in a low, rhythmic tone.

    Perceiving the words of an incantation, Ragnar sprang forward, rushing toward the high priest and raising his axe. The sounds of the unknown words resonated within his mind, and he recalled them from the ritual in the chamber involving the fire-being.

    To Ragnar’s dismay, the incantation ceased just before he reached the high priest. Eredassur slumped heavily to the ground and rolled onto his back.

    He struggled to raise his head, to fix his eyes on Ragnar as he advanced on him.

    “It is done!” the high priest cried in a burst of energy. Collapsing back down, a crazed smile formed on his face as he lay dying. When Ragnar was a stride away, he gasped, “It is set loose!”

    With one vicious swing of Raven Caller, Ragnar split the man’s skull in two, right down the middle of his face. Pulling the axe up, Ragnar became still, and then tensed.

    The sounds of gusting wind came from deeper within the caves. An intensive wave of heat then passed over Ragnar, also coming from the same direction.

    He knew what the heat and sounds indicated at once.

    “Down the path outside, to the ground below! Now!” Ragnar shouted to the warriors gathered at the entrance.

    Heeding his words, they turned and ran outside.

    Ragnar bounded away from the corpse of Eredsassur and crossed the antechamber swiftly. Once outside the cave entrance, he hastened down the pathway, soon catching up with the rear of the descending group of warriors ahead of him.

    Running downward, Ragnar had to mind his footing lest he slip on the rocky debris littering the path or pitch forward from the sheer momentum overtaking his balance.

    Reaching the base of the cliff, Ragnar and the others broke into a run back along the trail they had taken to reach the caves.

    Glancing upward, over his left shoulder, Ragnar spied a mass of fire high above, located in the vicinity of the entrance to the caves.

    Slowing his pace, Ragnar kept a watch on the troubling sight, all the while knowing in his heart what it was.

    After remaining in place at the edge for a trice, the fiery mass launched from the cliff face and sped forward, hurtling high through the air in the direction of Ragnar and the other warriors.

    Streaking overhead, the fiery mass arced out of sight farther ahead of them.

    A low rumble sounded through the confines of the rocky escarpments flanking them, and the ground shook underfoot.

    Coming to an abrupt stop, Ragnar stared ahead. The rest of the warriors also drew to a halt, many of them shouting out as a mass of boulders and smaller rocks filled the trail a short distance ahead of them; the avalanche forming a towering obstacle that would take a lengthy effort to surmount.

    “Back the other way! Do not stop!” Ragnar called to the men before him.

    With Ragnar now at their lead, they sprinted in the other direction.

    Taking a brief look back, Ragnar tensed, seeing the mass of fire coming into view from the summit of the newly formed barrier. Plunging downward, it angled for the rear of the fleeing column, bearing down on the warriors fast.

    A grating scream then cut through the air.

    Engulfed in flames, one of the warriors toward the rear lifted from the ground and was carried high into the air.

    “Hurry!” Ragnar urged the others, propelling himself down the pathway with all the vigor he could summon.

    Reaching the cliff with the high cave, Ragnar turned right and continued along its base, heading east with the warriors following close behind.

    Glancing back, his eyes widened as he saw the flaming entity barreling toward the back end of their group once more. Closing ground fast, it swept another warrior up into the air, the agonized screams of the hapless man cutting through the night.

    Pounding steps and labored breaths coming from the warriors, the group kept running hard. The entity behind them continued picking the men off, one by one, until three more of their number had been snatched up within the living inferno.

    In the distance, ahead of the warriors, dawn’s light limned the eastern horizon. When the fiery entity pursued once more, rushing through the air toward them, it did not travel far.

    Slowing, it came to a halt and paused. Then, against all of Ragnar’s expectations, it withdrew, retreating back in the other direction.

    Even though the entity’s pursuit of them ceased, Ragnar and the warriors continued to run, heading straight in the direction of the rising sun. Only when outright exhaustion began overtaking them did they finally slow to a walk.

    Sweat pouring down his face, the muscles of his limbs sapped and leaden, Ragnar gulped in all the air that he could.

    Having left the caves far behind, they could run no farther.

    The words of the treacherous high priest echoed through Ragnar’s mind. “Darkness will bring you no rest. The living fire will see your deaths.”

    Thinking of the bizarre face that had formed within the flames, at the center of the priests’ ritual chamber, Ragnar had no doubts of Eredassur’s meaning.

    The entity was nothing like the menaces of the abyss Ragnar had contended with before, whether diabolic monstrosities wreathed in flames, shadowy apparitions, or ghastly specters conjured through dark sorcery.

    A being of pure fire represented something entirely new.

    “An ifrit,” Ragnar said aloud, between breaths slowly growing steadier.

    “What?” Ingvar asked from a few paces behind him.

    “That is what assailed us,” Ragnar said.

    “What is an ifrit?” Ingvar asked.

    “I have heard them spoken of in a few tales since coming into these lands,” Ragnar said. “Spirits of the desert wastes.”

    “They are said to avoid the day,” Navdar stated, from where he walked close to Ingvar’s right. “The people of the lands I was born in have long known of ifrits. If that is what chased us, then it is certain the rays of dawn drove it away.”

    “That is a boon of fortune for us,” Ragnar replied, looking to the Astrian. “Or we would all be dead already.”

    “Aye, we have nothing here to fend such a foe off,” Vidarna commented. “I too heard much of ifrits in the village I grew up in.”

    “That bastard high priest summoned it and set it loose upon us,” Ragnar said.

    “What of dark, then?” Tisandros asked. “Will it resume its chase?”

    Ragnar thought of other spectral beings dwelling in the world that shunned the light of day. The draugr of his own homelands were such entities, confined to the shadows and darkness.

    If the ifrit was not bound to return to its own realm, then the night would likely see its return.

    “It is most probable that it will hunt us when the sun departs,” Ragnar replied grimly.

    A look of worry crossed Tisandros’ face. “Is there nothing we can do?”

    “Stay alive, for as long as we can ... gain more distance,” Ragnar said with a shrug. “What else is there to do?”

    Tisandros frowned. “Your words bring me little comfort, northerner.”

    “If only we had a conjurer among us,” Navdar lamented.

    A heavy mood descended on the group as they continued east. Rising higher, the sun drove back the shadows, but it did nothing to dispel the brooding atmosphere.

    Contemplating their perilous dilemma, a thought struck Ragnar. His eyes lowered to the large hide pouch at his belt; the one containing the two smaller pouches he had obtained in the ritual chamber of the priests.

    After untying the opening to the larger pouch, he withdrew the one containing the small vial.

    He brought the weary group to a halt.

    Taking the vial out, Ragnar tilted it, pouring a couple drops of viscous oil into his palm. He swept his gaze from left to right, taking in all of the faces gathered before him.

    “They anointed themselves with this,” Ragnar said. “I am not certain of its purpose, but it is possible it can mark us in some way, to protect us from the ifrit.”

    Sparks of hope kindled within the eyes around him. While not completely driving away the despairing mood of moments before, the possibility of having something to use against the seemingly unstoppable entity buoyed the men.

    “We will learn the truth of it after dusk,” Ishpakai said.

    Ragnar met the piercing eyes of the tall Scythan. “That we will.” To the rest of the group, he said, “What remains in this vial is not limitless. At twilight, each of us will receive a touch of it on the forehead.”

    “If it works to spare us, how many days can that small amount last?” Maxentius asked.

    “Not long, let us hope we can find a way back to Kadaros soon,” Ragnar said. “I think there will be someone with knowledge of sorcery or these ifrits who can be of help.”

    “Then let us not waste a moment longer,” the Teveren replied.

    In full agreement, Ragnar nodded. “We will continue east and see if we can find a path around these cliffs back toward the south.”

    Turning, he started forward, and the rest of the group fell in with him. A trial of endurance loomed, one beset with uncertainty and the unknown.

    Marching through the day, they halted only a few times for brief rests, just long enough to catch their breaths, take a few drops of water from what remained in their water skins, and to see to calls of nature.

    Not long after midday, they exited the high plateaus and entered an expanse of open terrain once more. Turning toward the south, they traversed the rocky ground while shielded from the sun’s direct rays, keeping close to the bottom of the lofty precipice to their right.

    They came to a stop when the shadows of dusk unfurled across the stark landscape. While resting, Ragnar moved among the men, smearing a little of the priests’ oil on their foreheads with his thumb.

    When finished with all of them, he applied some oil to his own forehead.

    With darkness falling across the land, they resumed their march. A pensive mood pervaded the warriors, and Ragnar could not fault them.

    Soon enough, they would know whether the oil had any efficacy against an ifrit, a creature they were otherwise powerless to stop.

    

    ***

    

    With no clouds to obstruct the resplendent display, a flickering canopy of stars adorned the newly manifested night sky. A bright, nearly full moon draped its silvery luminance across the arid landscape.

    Striding forward, Ragnar eyed the shadows encompassing the loose column of warriors. No wind stirred the air, and a weighty stillness permeated the area.

    Rugged scrub clutched the ground everywhere he looked.

    As of yet, there was no sign of the ifrit, but the night had just begun. Staying out of the open, their path hugged the base of the plateau still looming to the right.

    Though their weapons availed them nothing against an ifrit, all of the warriors kept their weapons in hand. ifrits were not the only potential dangers within a desert wilderness.

    After another league passed in the deepening night with no hint of the ifrit, the mood of the warriors began to lift a little. The absence of pursuit lent further credence to Ragnar’s insight that the oil somehow marked the warriors to be spared the ifrit’s wrath.

    Though fatigued, Ragnar still could not let them stop for a longer rest. It was possible the ifrit had returned to its netherworld domain, or the oil shielded the warriors, but he could not be for certain about either possibility.

    The sooner they returned to Kadaros, the better their chances stood if the ifrit were to manifest again.

    “Long ago, I learned out on the plains that silence is not the absence of things,” Ishpakai remarked in a low voice, as they continued marching along.

    Ragnar turned his eyes to the big man, nearly of the same height as himself. With a long moustache and shaggy beard that descended to the midst of his broad chest, the Scythan warrior’s appearance echoed the wilds he had come from.

    The variant of axe he carried, the head of which took the form of a tapering spike, was a devastating weapon in his skilled hands. To Ragnar’s eyes, Ishpakai appeared poised to use it at any moment.

    His other hand gripped a dagger with a single honed edge that had a slight curvature to its profile. Back in Ishpakai’s homeland, victorious warriors used such blades to cut the scalps off fallen opponents, to keep and display along their belts. Ragnar was not disappointed that Ishpakai did not embrace that custom after he joined the mercenary group.

    “Silence is often a warning,” Ragnar replied.

    Ishpakai gazed toward the moon above. “Some fortune may be with us. The night has grown late and there is yet no sign of the ifrit.”

    “It is highly possible the oil is what I think it is,” Ragnar said.

    “A mark to spare us from being harmed by it,” Ishpakai stated, looking over to Ragnar. “My heart tells me it would have made its presence known by now, otherwise.”

    “Whatever the truth is, I have no desire to see one again,” Ragnar replied.

    “Do you think it will be far to Kadaros?” Ishpakai asked.

    “We must reach the end of these plateaus before we can turn toward the south,” Ragnar stated. “The blockage of the path south from the caves forced us a few leagues eastward. We will have to keep that in mind when these cliffs are no longer to our right.”

    Ishpakai cast a glance toward the looming escarpment. “I am sure if we travel steadily south and west, we will come upon land more familiar to us. Then we can adjust our course.”

    Ragnar was about to voice his agreement when a guttural scream tore through the air, coming from a short distance behind him.

    Whirling about, he took up a balanced stance. Raven Caller clutched with both hands set in a wider grip, Ragnar stared in the direction of the cry.

    A shadowy form leapt into view from the left, only a few paces from Ragnar, and another warrior cried out as he was taken swiftly to the ground.

    The moonlight revealed a bizarre-looking creature straddling the downed man’s back.

    Eight long, narrow legs supported an elongated body divided into two segments. Large, dark fangs descended beneath a head exhibiting an array of solid black eyes.

    A pair of slender appendages, each ending in small pincers, extended forward, the claws gripping the man’s flesh at the base of his neck.

    Trailing behind the creature, a lengthy, slim tail curled upward, into the air, holding a hook-like stinger at the end; poised in a striking position.

    Neither spider, nor scorpion, but instead a blend of both, the strange, multi-legged creature was nothing Ragnar had ever encountered before.

    The thing plunged its long fangs into the middle of the hapless man’s back. An instant later, the creature’s tail lashed forward and down, driving the stinger deep into his neck.

    Gasping and squirming for a moment, the man ceased his struggling and went limp.

    Eyeing another movement out of the corner of his left eye, Ragnar rotated and swept his axe along a horizontal plane. The blade rived through the forefront of his arachnid assailant, severing through legs, pincer-appendages, fangs, and eyes alike.

    The mutilated creature shuddered in the aftermath of the lethal strike and then flopped to the ground, as life rapidly dissipated from its body.

    Around Ragnar, the air filled with cries as other warriors found themselves attacked by the nightmarish creatures.

    Without an immediate threat, Ragnar turned and lunged toward the man lying on his stomach who had endured the bite and sting.

    Eyes widening, Ragnar saw that the creature had begun spinning filaments of webbing from the base of its abdomen to wrap its victim. Drawing closer to the creature, Ragnar identified the stricken man at last: Ellak.

    Careful of his trajectory, Ragnar swung the axe down and across. The blade chopped straight through the creature’s body at the juncture of its two primary body segments.

    Partially shrouded in the creature’s silken strands, Ellak remained motionless, but Ragnar had no time to see whether the Attun still held life within him or not.

    Turning fast, Ragnar set his eyes on another creature scuttling out of the shadows toward him. Pincers spread wide and stinger carried high in the air behind it, the creature came to an abrupt halt and stood its ground.

    Ragnar slid his hands down to the base of Raven Caller’s haft. Taking a step toward the creature, bringing him dangerously close to the range of its pincers, he swung the axe across his body.

    The blade cleaved through the tail, sending the part with the stinger falling harmlessly to the ground. Emitting an odd, high-pitched chittering, the wounded creature recoiled and scudded back.

    Springing forward, Ragnar pressed the attack. Whipping the axe about in an overhead arc, he brought the weapon plummeting downward. Cutting through the thing’s head and much of its first body segment, the sharp iron edge buried into the dry ground beneath.

    Wrenching the blade free, and casting bits of the creature’s innards about, Ragnar delivered another couple of heavy blows to make certain of the thing’s death.

    Close by and using his sword, Vidarna hacked the corpse of one of the creatures again and again, mincing its body into smaller and smaller pieces.

    The boisterous shouts of warriors continued to carry through the air as the ambushed men turned the momentum of the fray.

    Ingvar thrust his sword into another creature’s face, the skewered thing shaking rapidly in place before collapsing in a heap to the ground.

    In rapid succession, Tisandros sliced through three legs of a creature attacking him, before delivering a killing blow to the maimed thing’s head.

    At last, the fighting settled, the remaining creatures scurrying off into the darkness.

    With the attack over, Ragnar strode back to the side of Ellak, joined a few moments later by Ingvar and Ahirom. The Kartajenian’s right thigh was bleeding where he had suffered a pincer wound, but the injury did not appear to be hindering the hardy warrior.

    “Maybe he lives,” Ingvar remarked, staring down at Ellak.

    Kneeling at Ellak’s side, Ragnar checked the man’s body for any signs of life.

    “Too much venom,” Ragnar said dourly, finding no trace of a heartbeat, breaths, or blood flowing in his veins.

    A few more warriors clustered around, casting regular glances in the direction of the high cliff where the creatures had undoubtedly come from.

    “Do we have any more dead?” Ragnar asked them.

    “Two others,” Tisandros replied.

    “This area is probably full of those things!” Ishpakai exclaimed, standing at Tisandros’ right. The spike head of his weapon glistened in the moonlight, coated in the fluids of the creatures. “Should we wait until daylight? Take up a defensive stance here?”

    “It would not be wise to remain here,” Ragnar replied. “If those things do not return, the ifrit may still come upon us here. We must continue forward and gain more distance. Keep weapons in hand and a closer formation.”

    “What of the bodies of the slain?” Maxentius asked. “We have nothing to cover them with, and there is far too little out here to make a fire.”

    Rising to his feet, Ragnar eyed the Teveren with a solemn look. “We can spare only a few moments here.”

    “We must do what we can,” Maxentius replied.

    Ragnar nodded, and all of the warriors set into motion without delay. After bringing the three fallen men together, they carved a shallow depression in the ground and then gathered up anything they could use for covering.

    While a little dry brush, rock, and dirt would not be enough to deter a determined scavenger, the effort served as a show of respect to their slain comrades.

    Once the task was finished, Ragnar led them forth. Banding closer together, the survivors of the attack marched south in a wary silence.

    

    ***

    

    Toward the approach of dawn, they finally reached the end of the high plateau to their right, finally giving them an open path forward to the south and west.

    During the rest of the night, no further attacks had occurred from the creatures of the wilderness, and, to the relief of all the warriors, there continued to be no signs of the ifrit.

    The uneven, bone-dry terrain gave no relief to legs and feet growing increasingly sore from the exhaustive march.

    The return of the sun dispelled any lingering worries of an attack from the ifrit, and they decided to take a longer rest to recoup a little of their strength. Taking a few mouthfuls of dates, figs, and hard goat cheese, they were careful not to deplete what precious little food remained.

    Despite the insufferable heat, Ragnar and the others set out again about mid-morning. He did his best to avoid becoming distraught as he stared toward an empty horizon.

    The warriors pressed through the day, covering a few more leagues before finally coming to a halt late in the afternoon. The decision was made to travel through the cooler night air, though from their moods Ragnar could see that all of them were apprehensive about the coming night.

    

    ***

    

    When twilight loomed nigh, Ragnar called for the warriors to prepare to set out. He once again anointed his companions with the oil from the vial. Once done, he took measure of the remaining oil and judged that they had just about one more night’s supply.

    Early in the night, the hard, rocky ground they had been marching across for so many leagues came to an end, becoming a rolling stretch of sandy dunes.

    Dangerously low in food and water, and with little oil left in the vial Ragnar carried, they were left with no choice but to continue on their southwesterly course. After a short deliberation, the group started across the barren, sandy expanse.

    Trekking up the slope of a large dune, their feet dragged furrows in the sand. On the other side of the rise, a low, rumbling hum started rising from beneath them.

    Ragnar slowed and gripped his axe, looking around warily. Many of the other warriors also reacted with looks of anxiety and guardedness.

    “What you hear is not a threat, it is merely the voice of the sands,” Navdar announced. “I have encountered such in the sands of Astria.”

    Unaccustomed to the phenomenon, Ragnar did not find full comfort in Navdar’s explanation. But the total lack of apprehension in the eyes of both Navdar and Vidarna at the unsettling noise girded the claim.

    The warriors used the positions of the stars and moon in the skies above to help guide them in the almost featureless landscape. Only a few scattered clusters of high grass sprouting through the sand broke up the monotony of the terrain.

    While giving them less traction, the footing on the sands was softer, a change that Ragnar welcomed for the time being. The deep chill in the night air was also far more preferable to the rays of a blazing sun overhead.

    Surmounting one hilly dune after another, the warriors trudged south and west, keeping silent as they maintained an alert focus. Winds brushed across the sands from time to time, but nothing beyond the peculiar humming from underneath disturbed the desolate atmosphere.

    Mirroring the previous night, no threat from the ifrit emerged. Crossing ground where there was no place to hide, and where the sandy surface prevented them from running at full speed, they were at a tremendous disadvantage if the entity were to come upon them.

    Yet with every dune they surmounted, Ragnar’s confidence grew further that the ifrit had returned to its realm or was stymied by the priests’ oil.

    They had proceeded well over a league into the sand dunes when, toward the back of their staggered column, a warrior shrieked in unmistakable terror.

    Turning his head just in time to see the head of the warrior disappearing beneath the sands, Ragnar stared in bewilderment. The area where the man vanished churned and shifted, indicating the movements of something very large just beneath the surface.

    The spot then became still.

    “Something stalks beneath!” Ragnar called to the others.

    “What can it be?” Tisandros shouted, a gleam of fear in his eyes, as he looked about for the unknown assailant.

    Ragnar shook his head, looking all around. “I do not know. But it hunts under the sands.”

    “Like a shark in the seas!” Eigill exclaimed.

    “Watch the surface close! We must strike it fast when it comes up,” Ragnar shouted, continuing to sweep his gaze across the unblemished sand.

    Close to Vidarna, Ragnar detected a slight disturbance along the surface, like the ripples on a lake. He leaped forward, knowing he had only a moment to try and save the imperiled Astrian.

    A basin formed swiftly around Vidarna as he was drawn into the center, sinking downward fast.

    Ragnar brought his axe up and over, hacking at the spot where he had seen the sand moving just prior to the basin forming.

    Chopping through the sand, the blade struck something solid beneath, and a high-pitched squeal erupted.

    A burst of sand scattering all about, a hulking form covered in sleek gray fur exploded into view out of the surface.

    The snout of the creature had a semicircular, fleshy extremity, likely used for rooting about below the sands. That part of the creature did not concern Ragnar; the large mouth bristling with sharp teeth just behind the distinctive extremity did.

    Ragnar did not hesitate. Swinging the axe back across, he buried the broad iron blade deep into the beast’s side, eliciting another piercing squeal.

    Blood gushed from the wide gash and the creature thrashed about in pain as Ragnar jerked his axe free. Turning, the beast started to burrow into the sand, making an attempt to escape.

    Raising his axe high, Ragnar delivered another heavy blow, the strike hewing into the lower back of the thing as it wriggled deeper, spraying blood across the golden sand.

    Ingvar, Ahirom, and a few other warriors joined Ragnar, surrounding the half-submerged creature. Slashing their swords and thrusting spears into the predator’s flesh, the warriors assailed the beast in a relentless frenzy.

    Quivering, and riddled in wounds, the creature ceased its burrowing, and then became still.

    Walking over and reaching down, Ragnar gripped Vidarna’s forearm and heaved, pulling him up from the sand encasing him up to the waist.

    “I owe you a great debt, Ragnar Stormbringer,” Vidarna stated in a subdued tone of voice, looking visibly shaken as he regained his feet.

    All around Ragnar, the other warriors eyed the sands with a nervous edge, holding their weapons in striking positions.

    “You owe me nothing, Vidarna, I know you will defend my back in the midst of battle,” Ragnar replied.

    Using their spears, three warriors labored to shove the front part of the creature out of the sand. They finally extracted the rest of the carcass, toppling the dead beast onto its left side and exposing its form to the view of all.

    “It is a like a gigantic rodent, of some kind,” Ingvar said, prodding at the carcass with the tip of his sword.

    “We do not know if it hunts alone, or if there are others,” Eigill said, coming to the side of his fellow northerner.

    Nothing stirred within the sands in the immediate vicinity of the warriors, but the absence of movement brought no comfort to Ragnar.

    “It is not wise to remain here, if there are others,” Ragnar said, thinking of the nature of the attack he had just witnessed. “These creatures do not hunt by smell or sight ... they are drawn to movements on the surface.”

    “If that is so, we present an abundance of quarry to such creatures,” Maxentius remarked.

    “Then we should get away from here,” Ishpakai said. “We must get free of their territory.”

    A terrified cry soared into the night, followed closely by another. Spread far apart from each other, two warriors were pulled beneath the sands.

    Ragnar hastened toward the nearest spot, but the sand was still as he reached it. There was no trace of either man or beast.

    Close by, Ingvar shouted as the sands shifted beneath his feet. Changing the grip on his sword, orienting the blade straight downward and gripping the hilt with both hands, he plunged it deep into the sand beneath, as he began to sink.

    A muffled, bestial shriek came from under the surface.

    Ingvar scrambled free of the nascent depression, pulling himself to a spot where he could stand up again.

    Ragnar charged over as fast as he could on the sands, kicking up tufts, just as the beast lurched into sight behind Ingvar. Springing forward, he extended his body and chopped downward, catching the beast from the side right behind its left eye.

    Iron drove through flesh and skull, killing the beast instantly.

    Ragnar got up and swiftly dislodged the blade, scattering bits of bone and blood. Ingvar stood up and looked at the fallen creature, wide-eyed.

    “We must get free of this area!” Ragnar called to the others.

    Pausing a few moments to orient himself in the right direction, Ragnar hurried forward with Ingvar following close after.

    The surviving warriors lumbered across the desert in a loose throng. Desperation infused fatigued limbs with a temporal burst of energy, helping to propel the men across the sands.

    They did not stop until one of the warriors collapsed into the sand from sheer exhaustion, unable to go any farther. Ragnar and the others drew to a halt and came back to man who had fallen.

    After helping him to sit up and giving him some of what scant little water remained among the mercenary band, Ragnar and the other warriors decided to risk a brief rest.

    Keeping a watch to all sides, they gathered close to the recovering man.

    Catching his breath, and sapped of strength, Ragnar stared into the night as a light breeze ruffled his hair. A longer rest was needed, but they would have to resume the march soon.

    Every step gained took them farther away from the caves and brought them closer to Kadaros, but he still did not know how far of a distance remained to the gates of the city.

    Ragnar turned his eyes back to the warrior who had collapsed. A dark-haired man of medium height and stout in build named Terago, he came from a rugged mountainous region to the north and west of the Empire’s borders called Balgar.

    His barrel-chest and thick, heavily-muscled limbs made it look as if he had been carved from the rock of a mountain. Well acclimated to the kinds of trials encountered at higher elevations, the desert environment was more of a burden for him than others in the war band.

    Sitting up, Terago appeared to be breathing easier and the look in his eyes was clearer. He would need a little help when the march resumed, but to Ragnar’s eyes he would likely hold up long enough to reach Kadaros.

    Looking back across the dunes in the direction from which they had come, Ragnar thought about all that had happened since they left the caves. Nearly a third of the warriors had fallen, a loss greater than anything they had suffered in hunting down desert raiders.

    What should have been a short and painless mission had become a nightmarish calamity; one far worse than anything they had faced since forming the mercenary band.

    Ragnar’s eyes then narrowed, espying a reddish glint manifesting in the distance. It appeared to dance in the air, and he knew the conspicuous light was not from any campfire or torch.

    “To your feet, we must go!” Ragnar shouted to the others, turning toward them. “Brace Terago and keep him moving!”

    While a few groaned at the protests of stiffened limbs and joints, all of the men responded with alacrity.

    Ahirom and Ishpakai got to either side of Terago and hoisted him to his feet. Lending him support on both sides, they started forward.

    The sands impeding traction and reducing their speed, the warriors strained to hasten forward. All of them understood their peril; an ifrit could wipe out the entire group if it caught them out in the open wilderness.

    Sweat running down his face, Ragnar plodded forward with the other warriors. The sounds of labored breathing soon filled the air around him as men already sorely fatigued exerted to keep their limbs moving.

    Bracing for what he might see each time that he turned his head, Ragnar cast periodic glances behind. To his repeated relief, the tiny, red light in the distance did not get any larger.

    The dunes seemed endless, but the group kept moving.

    Ahirom and Ishpakai, assisting Terago at the rear of the column, shouldered an increasing burden as the Balgaran warrior was too weak to stand on his own. It would not be too long before the two warriors assisting him were in a similar condition.

    Seeing their dilemma, Ragnar and Vidarna circled back to replace Ahirom and Ishpakai. Hooking their arms under Terago’s at the shoulder, they lugged the stocky man forward, all but carrying him across the sands.

    For the second time, the arrival of dawn brought with it a respite from the deadly entity. Taking advantage of the light and the cool morning air, the warriors came to a halt, many of them falling to the ground where they stood.

    Many fell into sleep in moments, and the few who remained awake did not have any strength left to set up a proper watch. Ragnar did what he could to watch for the burrowing hunters during the sunrise, but he found himself struggling just to keep his eyes open.

    At last, sheer exhaustion overcame Ragnar. Slumping over, onto his side, he dozed off.

    

    ***

    

    Groaning, Ragnar slowly opened his eyes, only to squint in the radiant sunlight bathing his face. The miserable heat had returned to take dominion, and it would only get worse, as he noted it was not yet midday.

    “We waited as long as we could,” Tisandros told him. “But I know you do not wish to bake on the sands today.”

    “You judged well,” Ragnar muttered, sitting up and rubbing his eyes. He looked to the Griacan warrior. “Any signs of those beasts? The ones under the sands?”

    “None, though I think all were too tired to even care if they attacked,” Tisandros replied.

    A heavy grogginess permeated Ragnar, and every last joint and limb in his body ached.

    The men helped themselves to the last scraps of food left in their pouches and the final drops from near-empty water skins.

    Ragnar culled just enough from his own water skin to moisten his parched mouth, before chewing on a few bits of hardened goat cheese and the last fig that remained in his own pouch.

    Guided by the sun, the warriors set out shortly after, continuing their journey to the south and west. The relentless heat soon had Ragnar wondering whether he was being cooked alive, and he could think of little else other than mustering the will to take another step.

    In the early afternoon, Ragnar set his eyes on an extended line of trees in the distance ahead. The prospects of shade and a source of water beckoned to him at once.

    Voices rose throughout the group, as the others became cognizant of the refuge.

    Picking up their steps, and uplifted in spirit, they headed for the trees. When they reached the oasis, the warriors fanned out beneath the trees, most of them finding suitable places to sit down and rest.

    Navdar and Virdana, with more desert experience than most in the war band, set about digging a hole. Broad smiles and laughter unfurled when water bubbled up within the excavated cavity.

    Soon after, the warriors were able to begin getting some handfuls of water, scooping them out of the slowly filling basin the two Astrians had scooped out.

    After slaking his thirst, Ragnar slumped down to the base of a tall palm tree, savoring every moment within the cooling shade.

    “Our fortunes may be changing, at last,” Ingvar declared, sitting down next to him.

    Ragnar glanced over to Ingvar. “I hope that is so, but we must not relax our guard until we are inside the walls of Kadaros ... and even there we must keep our wits.”

    Ingvar nodded to him. “That is true, but it will still be good to fill our bellies with food and wine.”

    “Yes it will,” Ragnar agreed.

    After deciding on a watch, the warriors rested for the rest of the day, choosing to take advantage of the oasis and recoup a little of their strength before setting out at night.

    

    ***

    

    When the shadows beneath the trees deepened and night drew close, Ragnar distributed most of the oil remaining within the high priest’s vial. The remnant would not be enough to anoint all the men the following night, presenting a worrisome dilemma to be faced the next day.

    As troublesome as that problem was, they would still have to survive the coming night first. Determined to see all of his warriors see the sun again, Ragnar kept his thoughts fixed to the moment at hand.

    When dark fell, the warriors set out from the oasis, all of them a little reluctant after gaining the sorely needed rest and allaying their thirsts.

    They were still without food, but, at the least, they had all been able to refill their water skins.

    With the sleep all of them had been able to get, they were able to set a quicker pace than before, and Ragnar estimated they would be able to cover a large distance before daybreak.

    

    ***

    

    Close to midnight, Navdar raised a warning, from where he walked at the forefront of the staggered column. “A large group is coming this way!”

    Ragnar and the other warriors hurried up to him, staring in the direction Navdar indicated.

    Coming toward them from the south was a dark mass. As Ragnar looked on, trying to assess its nature, the multitude appeared to broaden.

    “Riders!” Ragnar said, recognizing from their gaits and shapes that the mounts were camels.

    Too far away to return to the oasis, the warriors could only wait and see what developed. It looked like a pincer was opening as the camel riders looped around to either side of the mercenary band.

    All the while, the more condensed mass in the center proceeded straight toward them.

    “These are not Magarians,” Ahirom said, as a lethal calm settled over the warriors.

    “The swine of Adis Khan,” Ragnar replied with a growling edge.

    From what he could tell, the oncoming group was a large band of raiders, at least three or four times the size of his own force. In Ragnar’s eyes, it simply meant a harder fight loomed.

    When the riders and the throng on foot drew nearer, Ragnar saw that they were indeed raiders from Adis Khan.

    Clad in knee-length tunics and sandals, their bare heads were uncovered, save for the narrow black headbands wrapped snug around them.

    With their upper lips shaven bare, thick, black beards framed their stern-looking faces.

    The riders on the camels encircled the mercenary band, coming to a halt and keeping their distance. Those approaching on foot did likewise, the moonlight glinting off their blades as they formed a line facing the mercenaries.

    Many of them had arrows notched and trained upon Ragnar and the warriors around him. Presenting a daunting circumstance, the raiders had as many archers among them as he had warriors.

    To press a fight in that moment would be suicidal. Given the distance between them, most of the mercenaries would be dead before any clash of blades could take place.

    “You can die, or you can surrender,” a heavily accented voice called out to them from the center of the throng on foot.

    Ragnar glared at their would-be captors, tightening his grip upon the haft of Raven Caller.

    “What of a fight of champions?” Ragnar called back. “If you have a warrior among you capable of facing me!”

    “Why risk any man of ours? We are no fools! We can fill your bodies with arrows where you stand!” the other figure called back, with a mocking edge. “You and those with you are merely an extra reward. We already have a bounty of new slaves with us, to serve those who hold faith in Hamedah!”

    At his words, the line of enemy warriors parted, revealing another cluster of figures behind them. Ragnar understood the nature of the second group at once.

    The sight enraged him.

    Ragnar eyed the riders encompassing them, and the enemy warriors ahead. An idea began taking shape within his mind.

    A dangerous risk had to be taken, or they would all be cut down in a hail of arrows. It was one that placed all of his warriors’ lives in a precarious balance, dependent on whether or not it was the oil that had spared them from the ifrit’s wrath during the previous nights.

    Ragnar took a deep breath and set his focus.

    Mimicking the sounds as close as possible, Ragnar gave voice to everything he could remember of the high priest’s repeating incantation; from the moments just before the ifrit had been summoned from within the cave complex.

    “What is this?” the leader of the raiders replied, an undercurrent of anxiety to his words. “Speak plainly!”

    Ragnar continued with the incantation, even though he did not understand a single word of it.

    The sounds of a rushing wind then came to his ears.

    A blood-curdling scream of agony tore through the stillness just after.

    One of the enemy warriors snatched up from the back of a camel hovered high in the air, engulfed in flames. Reduced to a charred husk, the ill-fated raider plummeted to the ground, hitting it with a thud, while the fire remained behind in the air.

    The flames then spread and elongated, forming into a distinctive shape Ragnar had witnessed before.

    Broad wings and a brawny torso tapered downward and flowed into a long, snake-like tail. A narrow face with a jutting, sharp chin-line held a disproportionately large set of jaws, filled with elongated, spiky teeth.

    The entity’s deep-set, blazing eyes enhanced the leering expression it displayed.

    “Weaklings of clay, dung, and ash,” the ifrit mocked in its bone-chilling, otherworldly voice, like an amalgamation of serpentine hisses.

    In an instant, the entity deformed, raced downward, and engulfed another enemy warrior, lifting the man off the ground and burning him alive. The air filled with the acrid stench of burning flesh.

    Their attention on the mercenaries evaporating, the men of Adis Khan scattered, whether mounted or on foot. The small cluster of captives remained in place, tied to each other and abandoned to the terror now among them.

    Fixing his eyes on them, Ragnar bounded forward. Reaching the captives, he quickly took out the vial with the last of the oil.

    Where he did not have enough for all of the warriors in the mercenary band, he did have enough for the eleven figures before him.

    All of the faces before him reflected fear and confusion.

    “I must touch this oil to your heads, the fire spirit will avoid you!” Ragnar announced in a loud voice, as he dampened his thumb and reached out to a man in front of him.

    Tensing and wincing at the huge warrior’s touch, the man braced as Ragnar smeared the oil across his forehead.

    Without delay, Ragnar moved to the next captive, a young woman, and did the same. He continued methodically and swiftly through the others, until all of them were anointed with the protective oil.

    Even though he had only a couple of drops left of the oil and would have run out of it if there were just five in the group of captives, he saved the vial, returning the vessel to its pouch.

    Then, he gripped his axe just below the point where the blade attached to the haft. Using the axe blade like a large, circular knife, he began cutting through the bonds of the captives.

    All around him, the shrieks of raiders filled the night as the ifrit massacred them. Sparing a few glances, Ragnar saw the flaming shape of the creature swooping down and lifting up raiders, consuming their bodies in flames that filled the air with the stench of burning flesh.

    The rest of the mercenaries had followed Ragnar at the outbreak of the ifrit’s attack, taking up positions surrounding the captives as he attended them. Facing outward, weapons in hand, they watched the ongoing slaughter with expressions blending wonderment, angst, and horror.

    When the severed bonds lay upon the ground, and the captives were freed, Ragnar told them, “If you wish to live, come with us!” Turning to look at the warriors, he shouted, “To the south and west!”

    The warriors turned with Ragnar and hastened toward the southwest, with the freed captives following in their wake. Conserving strength, and not wishing to overwhelm the deeply rattled men and women now behind the warriors, Ragnar mitigated his pace.

    His gamble proved to be the right choice. The screams of raiders continued to carry through the air, while the ifrit slaying them one by one never once came near to the mercenaries and freed captives.

    After a long while, during which time they gained at least a league of distance, the cries of the raiders no longer rose into the night. Despite the silence, and unable to see any hint of the ifrit in the darkness, Ragnar pressed the group at their current pace for at least half a league before slowing down.

    Taking slower strides and listening to the men around him catching their breaths, Ragnar slid Raven Caller back into the loop at his belt. Even if some of the raiders had survived the ifrit, which he strongly doubted, they would not be harrying anyone that night.

    “Ragnar! We are still alive!” Ingvar exclaimed with an air of relief, grinning as he drew up alongside him. “It looked like we were on the threshold of Elysium back there.”

    “The fiery bastard had much more interest in helping the moon-god worshipping half-wits get to the next world,” Ragar replied, chuckling.

    “I think that oil of yours, that you found in that chamber, turned out to be very useful,” Ingvar replied.

    “Sometimes sheer chance makes all the difference ... I almost left that vial behind,” Ragnar admitted, recalling the search of the ritual chamber.

    “It is a good thing you did not, or we would have been dead that night,” Ingvar said, his countenance growing solemn.

    Ragnar nodded. “It was the only thing keeping the ifrit at bay.”

    “Our ranks have grown,” Ingvar stated. “More who will need water. And I doubt we have any oil left for when night comes again.”

    “We must keep moving,” Ragnar said. “We will share what we have.”

    “How far of a distance do we have left?” Ingvar asked him, a gleam of anxiety showing in his eyes.

    “I do not know,” Ragnar replied.

    Ingvar frowned. “Let us hope tomorrow sees the walls of Kadaros, or we will become as the raiders ... burned corpses.”

    Ragnar slowed and looked back into the night, still and silent once more. Scanning the starry horizon, he could see no sign of the ifrit.

    They had been spared yet another night, but only a day separated them from a very different scenario.

    Looking back to Ingar, he said, “We keep moving.”

    

    ***

    

    Continuing the southwesterly march, Ragnar slowed their pace a little further, to avoid exhausting the freed captives before daylight.

    Coming upon some low, rocky hills at the brink of daylight, Ragnar called for a halt. Finding refuge in the lee of some larger rocks, those that could settle enough after the harrowing events of the night took to sleep. Others just sat about, resting their limbs.

    Ragnar sat by himself, atop one of the larger rocks, watching dawn crest the eastern horizon. A majestic collage of gold and orange hues ushered in the new day, bringing a refuge of light that would restrain the ifrit.

    Without the oil to shield them from the ifrit, Ragnar had to make use of the looming day as much as possible. More than a few among them, both warrior and freed captive alike, grumbled when he called for the group to set forth again, about mid-morning.

    Passing water skins about, the warriors gave the men and women now in their charge a little to drink before marching out.

    Ragnar could sense the fear and uncertainty in the freed captives, even though they were no longer bound or treated harshly. Only the passage of time and a return to Kadaros would reassure them that they were in no danger of becoming slaves while under the guard of the mercenaries.

    Adjusting the wrapping about his head to avoid the burn of the sun on his lighter skin, he led the ground across the arid wasteland. Though the passage of time seemed to drag slowly in the desert heat, it would not be long before the specter of night would threaten once more; the coming of darkness bringing with it a troublesome vulnerability.

    Without enough oil to mark the warriors and freed captives, they would all become tantalizing quarry for the ifrit.

    

    ***

    

    Though his leathery face was creased with lines that the passage of many years left behind, the long-bearded, elderly man showed no signs of infirmity as he approached Ragnar.

    Slender of build, the old man wore a loose-fitting, full-length tunic of a dark hue, with a robe-like, sleeveless garment worn atop, the latter open down the middle. Solemn in expression, he had a hawkish nose and narrow face, and the look in his eyes abounded with scrutiny and wariness.

    For the moment, no indications of hostility tainted the air between the two men.

    Far behind Ragnar, the mercenaries and freed captives stood together, watching the proceedings.

    To the back of the old man, a larger group of armed men were gathered. Most of them held bows or javelins, and a few had swords. Like the elder, they were shorter of stature and leaner in body, and all were garbed in a similar manner.

    Beyond them was an array of low, flat-roofed tents with outer surfaces made of panels of dark hide. The deep grunts of camels and bleats of goats carried through the air.

    A Barradan encampment.

    When Ragnar sighted the distinctive tents early in the afternoon, he knew at once that the rugged, desert-dwelling Barradans were well aware of the group heading in their direction.

    Nomadic herders and traders, the Barradans kept to themselves and roamed the desert far and wide. Their ancient routes took them through the lands of many kingdoms, where they used various places for pasturage, trade, or religious purposes. For the most part they were tolerated, as they harbored no ambitions for land or ruling others.

    Known to be tough warriors, and inured by a harsher environment sparse in resources, the Barradans could not be underestimated. Upon sighting them, Ragnar deemed it best to seek audience with the leader of the encampment, rather than try to go around it; a course likely to raise suspicions and lead to unnecessary conflict.

    “I see that you are men from many lands,” the old man said in a gritty voice, deep in pitch. He cast a glance past Ragnar, looking toward the throng beyond him.

    Ragnar nodded to the Barradan elder. “We are warriors in the hire of the Magarians, to defend against marauders sent into these lands by their chieftain, Adis Khan.”

    Though remaining calm in demeanor, the old man leveled a steely gaze at Ragnar. “Your presence here is unexpected. You have come across the sands from the east. Few other than my people attempt to cross those sands. You must have the favor of the gods. My instincts tell me that you have also been through some fighting. The stains on your tunic testify to this. Whose blood have you drawn?”

    Ragnar looked into the elder’s dark brown eyes and did not blink. He said evenly, “We harmed nothing that did not seek our deaths first. We had no desire to have our flesh fill the bellies of abominations.”

    “There are many dangers throughout the desert lands,” the old man replied, his eyes narrowing slightly. “What abominations do you speak of?”

    “Things that took the appearance of men, to deceive us,” Ragnar replied. “I witnessed the change of their bodies for myself.”

    “Those who dwell in the caves, among the high cliffs?” the old man asked.

    Ragnar nodded.

    “Why would you seek those who are given to darkness and cruelties?” the old man continued, the touch of a frown coming to his face.

    “A deception, as I have said,” Ragnar answered. “We were sent there from Kadaros get some scrolls. A Magarian woman gave us this task.”

    “To send you to them, she wished your deaths,” the old man stated firmly.

    The old man’s words and the look within his eyes showed that he knew the truth of both the Order of the Veiled Path and Aelia.

    “She did not get her wish,” Ragnar said. “She has gained nothing but our enmity.”

    “The wicked have a thirst that is never quenched,” the old man replied. After a pause, he stated, with a different lilt to his voice. “Have you come to seek refuge for a night on your journey.”

    Ragnar shook his head. “No, I wanted you to know of us, so that your men understand our presence, passing so close to your camp. We are no threat to you. We only seek to pass through here on our way to Kadaros.”

    “It seems unusual that you would avoid a chance to gain rest, food, and drink,” the old man said, his dark eyes unblinking. “Then, there are the others with your warriors, both men and women. Are they not the ones taken for slavery by the large band of raiders that crossed through this land last night?”

    “They are,” Ragnar answered. “We are taking them with us, and we will protect them.”

    “How did you overcome such a large force of raiders?” the old man asked.

    “We did not overcome them, and what did overcome them is the reason why I can not accept your offer of shelter, food, and drink here,” Ragnar answered.

    “What possible reason would prevent you from accepting what I offer you freely?” the old man responded, a hint of confusion in his eyes.

    “We are pursued by the very thing that destroyed the raiders,” Ragnar told him.

    Looking even more perplexed, the old man asked, “Pursued?”

    “An act of the scoundrels from the caves,” Ragnar replied. “Some ritual act.”

    “The wretches from that wicked sect do not venture far beyond their cliff lair,” the old man replied. “What do you mean?”

    “All of the priests are now dead, but before life fled his body, their high priest set something loose to hunt us,” Ragnar said. “When night comes, this entity will likely seek us, and we no longer have what we need to avoid it. We must keep moving.”

    The old man gave him a curious look. “What kind of evil did they send after you?”

    “A being of fire ... from what little I know, I believe it to be an ifrit,” Ragnar stated. “I will tell you all that I know, so that you may be warned of its danger.”

    Ragnar then told the old man everything else that had happened, including the ritual he had observed deeper in the caves, the oil and his usage of it, and the threats the warriors had faced in the wilderness.

    Listening in attentive silence, the old man gave no indication of his thoughts regarding the incredible tale. When Ragnar concluded, he did not reply for several long moments.

    “You do not wish to take shelter with us, because you do not want to draw the ifrit here when night falls,” the old man said.

    “I do not wish to put any others at risk,” Ragnar stated. “We must continue forward, and reach Kadaros. There, someone may know a way to defend against this thing. We have no other means with us, now that the oil has been used.”

    “You will not be able to avoid the passage of another night before then,” the old man stated. “Even if you walked through the coming night and all through the day tomorrow, there is no way you will reach Kadaros before the next moon rises.”

    “We have no other choice but to march onward,” Ragnar replied grimly, taking in the elder’s dour tidings with a bitter edge.

    “My invitation still stands for you, your warriors, and the ones just freed to be our guests this night,” the old man said. “Then you can travel onward, to Kadaros.”

    At the elder’s persistence with the invitation, Ragnar glared and shook his head, becoming a little frustrated. “Did you listen to nothing I said? Every part of me would like to accept, but I will not bring harm to you and your people. A danger we can not defend ourselves against seeks us.”

    “A deadly foe to have,” the old man replied.

    “When night falls, the ifrit will come for us,” Ragnar said. “Of this I have no doubt. We have done what we can. The oil hindered it from finding us, but last night I used nearly the last of it on the captives, before I cut their bonds. What little is left in the vial can anoint no more than two or three at most.”

    “Then we must prepare to greet it,” the old man said, looking Ragnar directly in the eyes. “We have dwelled in the desert lands long enough to learn ways of defending against such threats. You have no need to go to Kadaros to find help against this ifrit.”

    The response caught Ragnar off guard. “You have a means of defense against this creature?”

    “You will have to place your trust in me,” the old man replied. “Do you think we could survive in these deserts across the long ages if we did not have ways of protecting ourselves against the dangers these lands hold?”

    Ragnar held the elder’s gaze for an extended period, weighing what he had said. The solid confidence he sensed in the old man swayed him, and at last he nodded.

    “I will accept your offer, on behalf of all those with me,” Ragnar said.

    “Then accept the friendship of Errai, sheikh of the Anizammar tribe,” the old man stated. Looking past Ragnar, he continued, “You can bring those with you into our camp, as our guests.”

    “You have my gratitude, and accept the friendship of Ragnar, son of Eirik, of the people of the North,” Ragnar stated, with a more formal air.

    A slight smile came to Errai’s face, and he gave Ragnar a slight bow of his head. “I am honored to have your friendship, Ragnar, son of Eirik. Now, let us walk together into the camp. Let the others know to follow.”

    Turning, Ragnar waved for the others to come forward. After a brief hesitation, accompanied with many looks of surprise, the warriors started forward, bringing the freed captives along with them.

    Ragnar and Errai walked side by side toward the Barradan camp. Wary looks in their eyes as they gazed upon Ragnar, the men before them parted aside so they could pass.

    After walking a short distance inside the perimeter of the tents, they were brought to a halt. Under the guidance of Errai, a few Barradan men came forth to pour a little water on the hands of every warrior and freed captive. Ragnar caught the scent of roses from the water as it washed the dust from his hands.

    Afterward, the newcomers were each given dates to eat and a small cup half-filled with a bitter, gritty liquid. Sensing the significance of the offerings, Ragnar kept his expression still and made no comments as he drank the warm, thick beverage, though it was far removed from his preferred tastes.

    Then, the new arrivals were guided to a couple of tents had been quickly prepared for them to use for their quarters that night.

    All the while, men, women, and children in the camp gathered around, to get a close look at the mass of newcomers.

    Among the Barradans were several dogs, of a kind that had tawny coats of fur, slender frames, and heads of a more pointed profile. Looking at their sleek forms, Ragnar suspected the dogs to be swift runners in open ground.

    To one side of the camp were a large number of camels, their musky odor distinct in the air. Several herdsmen watching over them, a multitude of goats occupied the open ground on the other side.

    All of the newcomers to the Barradan camp found themselves well provided for. Not long after their arrival, large, round platters piled with food were set down on woolen mats placed atop the rugged ground coverings, woven of camel or goat hair, within the tents.

    Sitting upon the mats and partaking of the communal platters, all of the men and women counted in Ragnar’s group sated their hunger on an abundance of dates, goat meat, several kinds of goat cheese, and bread. The warriors ate like men famished, leaving not a scrap on the platters when they were done.

    They were also given small bowls of freshly drawn camel milk. Using the back of his hand, Ragnar wiped the froth from his beard more than once, finding the milk slightly sweet and much to his liking.

    As they ate, Ragnar conversed with the warriors gathered around the platter he was eating from.

    Ingvar, Ahirom, and the other warriors sitting with Ragnar expressed their disbelief that the Barradans had a way to defend against the ifrit. At the same time, none of them thought their chances out in the open wilderness to be any better.

    Ragnar could see in their faces that they dreaded the approaching dusk. He could say nothing to reassure them, as he had no idea what Errai intended to do about the ifrit.

    Toward the evening, campfires were lit, and then built up into robust fires using flattened pieces of dried camel dung.

    Melodic tones drifted through the air, as one of the Barradan men slowly plucked the strings of a broad-bodied, wooden instrument. The music had a melancholic feel to it, as if lamenting the departure of the sun.

    With the fading light, the uneasy mood pervading the mercenary warriors heightened. Milling about the campfires, many of the men cast nervous glances toward the fading horizon.

    The liberated Magarians kept to themselves, all of them disappearing inside the tents as darkness unfurled across the land.

    With the arrival of night, Errai sent for Ragnar, and he took leave of the others. One of the Barradan men from the camp led him to the edge of the tents on the north side of the camp, where Errai stood awaiting him.

    “Walk with me, Ragnar,” Errai said when he drew near. “Bear witness so that you can put the others at ease. As a shepherd looks out for his flock, I shall ward my people, and I will see that the ifrit does no harm to any within this camp.”

    “I will go with you,” Ragnar replied, acknowledging the elder with a nod of his head.

    Together, under an emerging canopy of stars, they strode into the open ground, putting increasing distance between themselves and the tents.

    

    ***

    

    A bright red glint appeared in the distance to the north. During the ensuing moments, it grew steadily in size, indicating movement at a great speed.

    Ragnar stood in place, watching the rapid approach of the ifrit through the night skies.

    Limned in moonlight, and arms outstretched, the Barradan chieftain stood about fifty paces in front of Ragnar, facing the oncoming ifrit. Whether he was saying anything or not, Ragnar could not tell.

    Drawing closer with every moment, the ifrit rushed toward them, its form growing ever larger. When the entity neared Errai, it slowed, and finally came to hover in place high above.

    The creature paid no attention to Ragnar, though he had no doubts the ifrit was fully aware of his presence. Blazing wings spread wide and a serpentine tail whipping about in back of its burly frame, the ifrit gazed downward.

    Leering, the fiery being’s expression brimmed with malice. Yet it did not assail the chieftain like it had so many others across the desert wastes.

    Head tilted upward, Errai gazed toward the ifrit. Hearing nothing, and unable to see the elder’s face from where he stood, Ragnar had no way of knowing what passed between them.

    Part of Ragnar expected the ifrit to swoop down and snatch up the old man in an instant, but something held it back. While the ifrit’s blazing eyes continued to stare unblinking toward the elder, its mouth closed, no longer baring its mass of elongated, spiky teeth.

    After a little more time passed, Errai gave the ifrit a low bow, holding his head down several moments before rising up. The gesture looked to be more an act of respect, in the presence of great authority, rather than veneration.

    Errai rose back up to his full height. Rotating about, the ifrit turned its back to the elder and set to flight. Crossing the skies at great speed, its form steadily grew smaller.

    At last, the fiery shape faded from view in the far distance, leaving behind a still, quiet night. Errai stayed in place for a short time, before finally turning and walked back toward Ragnar.

    He addressed Ragnar when he neared him. “It is done, the ifrit will no longer pursue you or the others with you. Its claim has shifted to another.”

    Relief filled Ragnar at the elder’s words. His axe was useless against the ethereal foe, and he did not have any idea how to stop it.

    “I owe a great debt to you, as do all those whose lives you have spared this night,” Ragnar told the elder.

    “Nothing is owed,” Errai replied. “Fools bound this creature to serve them. It is best to see it return to the netherworld from where it came.”

    Errai then led Ragnar back into the camp, where the elder bid him a good night’s rest and then retired to his own tent. Outside the tents sheltering his group, Ingvar and a number of other warriors stood quietly, watching his approach.

    “We saw it in the skies, but it did not attack,” Ingvar said, a hint of puzzlement on his face.

    “The Barradan chieftain spoke truly, though what was done I could not see or hear,” Ragnar replied. “I was told the ifrit will no longer hunt us.”

    The look in the eyes of Ingvar and the other warriors listening eased at Ragnar’s words.

    “That is welcome news, and let us hope it stays that way,” Ahriom remarked.

    “What now?” Egill asked. “Does this change our course?”

    Ragnar shook his head. “No, we will set out for Kadaros at dawn’s light, as we planned. There, all of you can rest ... and other things can be settled.”

    He said no more, keeping a deep, simmering anger at bay, lest it rise to the surface in a place where he could do nothing to address it. Banishing thoughts of the woman who schemed to see their doom, Ragnar looked to the warriors.

    “It is best that we all get as much rest as we can,” Ragnar said. “No watch will be needed. The Barradans are honor bound to see no harm come to those they welcome as guests.”

    Striding through the warriors, Ragnar made his way to the front of the tent he had chosen to sleep in. Pulling the curtain over the entrance aside, he walked inside.

    A small fire burned at the center of the large interior, providing enough light to see his way to his sleeping place. Lowering to the ground and stretching out, he had no need for a covering, but he did make use of a small cushion for his head.

    Listening to other warriors settle around him, Ragnar relaxed his body, giving himself over to the fatigue pulling him from consciousness. A short time later, he fell asleep, no longer burdened with thoughts of the ifrit.

    

    ***

    

    When his group assembled in the early morning light for departure, Ragnar was given a surprise. Errai announced that he would be going with them, along with a few other Barraden men.

    Ragnar welcomed their company. The Barradans knew the desert terrain better than anyone, and their presence would be of great help along the way.

    Errai and his men rode upon camels. The saddles atop the large humps of the animals did not look comfortable to the eye, despite the quilted cloth and pair of elongated, rectangular pads draped across the narrow ridge of the wooden frame.

    The saddles each had a thick handle in front to aid in balance, and a couple of crossing extensions at the rear to brace the back against. A hide loop descended on one side to help a rider mount.

    The Barradans prepared a couple of additional camels laden down with foodstuffs and some trade goods. Large hide packs, pouches, pottery vessels, and water skins were secured to saddle-like frames on the beasts.

    With Errai and the other Barradans there to advise, the day passed without incident and a large distance was covered. Yet as Errai had indicated, they were made to pass another night in the wilderness.

    Many of the warriors displayed a troubled edge with the coming of night, but there was no cause for concern as the only creatures to manifest at the camp were a few scorpions and spiders; both far less of a worry than a monstrous, fire-bodied ifrit.

    Able to get some good sleep under the open skies, Ragnar met the next morning with an uplifted spirit. Only a half day’s march was needed to reach the walls of Kadaros. Many gathered to watch the approach of the mercenaries, former captives, and Barradans.

    

    ***

    

    Ragnar led the entire group into the courtyard of the palatial complex of buildings within the citadel where Aelia resided. Shelter had to be determined for the freed Magarians, in addition to the small contingent of Barradans that had come with them.

    Ragnar conferred with a few servants that came to attend the new arrivals, but his eyes kept looking around as he awaited the sight of one particular individual.

    Errai stood patiently off to one side with the other Barradans and their camels. Ragnar noticed the elder watching him quietly, though he could read nothing in the old man’s impassive expression.

    Ragnar did not miss the look of shock and disappointment passing through Aelia’s eyes when she emerged from an archway at the edge of the courtyard and set her gaze upon him.

    Maintaining her composure, Aelia displayed what he knew was a forced smile as she walked toward him. She cast a few glances toward the Magarian villagers they had freed and the Barradans.

    “Your journey has met with success?” she asked, coming to a stop, a couple paces from him.

    No joy could be found within her dark eyes. If anything, they carried a stony look that contrasted with the calm expression on her face.

    “I am looking forward to all of my rewards,” Ragnar answered, flashing her an icy smile beneath an iron stare. “We managed to bring a few more back with us. Spared many from becoming slaves to the slugs of Adis Khan. The nomads sheltered us, and a few of them chose to come here with us.”

    “Wonderful tidings, and they are all welcome here,” Aelia replied. The cold gaze persisting in her eyes belied her words.

    “I am sure you will want this without delay,” Ragnar said, raising his arms and presenting the large hide pack containing the scrolls, having carried it since they gained sight of Kadaros’ walls.

    Aelia took the pouch from him and gazed upon it. “You have my gratitude, Ragnar.”

    Seeing the woman that had tried to send all of the warriors to their deaths, to become meat for a rabble of depraved, cave-dwelling priests steeped in dark rituals, Ragnar seethed with rage, but he did all that he could to keep it from showing on his face.

    “If you would like to show gratitude, I know that my warriors are weary and famished, as are those we freed,” Ragnar stated evenly.

    “Then all shall be fed and given plenty of wine,” Aelia said, while raising her eyes to his. The sharper glint deep within her gaze undermined the hospitable gesture.

    “I will speak more with you this evening,” Ragnar said. “First, I am going to wash the dust and sand from my body.”

    “I will see you then,” Aelia replied, continuing to feign a polite air.

    Begging leave of Aelia, Ragnar strode through an archway beyond, to seek out one of the many baths within the citadel.

    A few moments spent in the cool embrace of soft, scented water would do his tired body well, and it would also help gain some equilibrium before he reunited with the ruler of Kadaros that evening.

    Before the sun rose again, a reckoning would take place.

    

    ***

    

    Wine flowed and the luscious scent of roasted boar and other kinds of meat filled the large chamber. Seated on benches at the tables set for them, the warriors that had survived the many perils of the past several days laughed, talked, and feasted.

    Though he ate heartily from the bountiful fare, Ragnar had one, singular thought on his mind.

    When Aelia made her presence in the hall, he got to his feet and walked over to her, intercepting the extravagantly dressed woman before she reached the dais at the front, where her table was set.

    “I need to speak with you, about the matter of rewards,” Ragnar told her in a low voice.

    “You will get all that is promised,” Aelia replied, her face shadowing with irritation at the blunt comment. “Can this not wait?”

    “I would like to lay claim on some of it now,” he told her, keeping his gaze locked on hers.

    After staring into his eyes for a moment, Aelisa nodded. “Then let us go to a place more discreet, and some of your reward will be provided.”

    Turning, she led him from the chamber. Behind Ragnar, a few louder chortles erupted from the other warriors, though they could not be more mistaken of his intentions as he followed after Aelia.

    She did not say another word to him until they came to the double doors of her chamber. Looking to Ragnar, a smile rose upon her face.

    “Here, we can see to part of your reward,” Aelia stated, proceeding to the doors and opening them wide. “I intended for you to receive this part after you had been able to get a little more food and drink, but you are eager tonight.”

    The soles of her high-laced sandals slapping against the marble floor, Aelia stepped into the bedchamber. The fires from a pair of braziers inside cast flickering shadows against the stone-block walls.

    Aelia turned around and invited him in a sultry tone, “Come forward, Ragnar, and receive your reward, in abundance.”

    Hackles raising on his neck, Ragnar sensed imminent danger in every part of his being. Slowly, he advanced, crossing the threshold of the bedchamber.

    With the swift reflexes of a snow lion, Ragnar sprang backward as two forms rushed him from the shadows, one coming from the left and one from the right.

    Lean of build, both of his attackers had lengthy daggers gripped in their right hands. Bearded men with short-cropped, dark hair, their nimble, quick movements warned him in an instant that they possessed a high degree of skill.

    Grabbing the man to his right and flowing with his attacker’s momentum, Ragnar pivoted and hurled the assassin. Barely missing his comrade as he sailed through the air, the man slammed into the stone wall to the left, losing hold of his weapon.

    Then, Ragnar twisted to dodge a fast dagger thrust from the second assassin. The blade passed near his side, coming within a wisp of gutting him.

    Grabbing the second attacker’s forearm with his right hand, Ragnar yanked his opponent in close. Sweeping his left arm up, he landed a thunderous blow, hammering the outside edge of his balled-up fist into the underside of the assassin’s chin.

    Snapping the man’s head back and breaking a few teeth, the force of the blow sent him sprawling to the ground, onto his back.

    Ragnar set his feet just in time to engage the other attacker, now rushing at him, dagger back in hand and poised for a strike.

    Stepping up and to the right, Ragnar took his attacker’s angle away. As the assassin whirled toward him, Ragnar’s arms lashed out. Grabbing hold of the man and using his sheer strength, he tossed him onto his dazed comrade.

    Pivoting about, Ragnar lunged forward, falling heavily onto the back of the man, knocking the air from his lungs.

    Clutching the back of the assassin’s head with his right hand, Ragnar used his skull as a weapon, bludgeoning the other man beneath, again and again, smashing him directly in the face.

    Shattering the second attacker’s hawkish nose and breaking bones in his face, Ragnar sustained the battering onslaught until his face was bloodied beyond recognition.

    Then, Ragnar took hold of the first attacker’s head with both hands. With a violent wrench of his neck, eliciting a sharp crack, the assassin’s body went limp.

    Catching his breath, Ragnar slowly stood up.

    He turned around, with both of the assassins lying dead at his feet.

    A few paces away, Aelia stared at the carnage, wide-eyed, fear shimmering within her eyes.

    “I ... I did not know of this,” Aelia stammered, taking a step back.

    “Do not feign ignorance,” Ragnar stated evenly, casting her a withering, iron-hard gaze. “I know what you intended.”

    “I ... I had nothing to do with this,” she replied in a pleading tone, all pretenses of authority shed.

    “It is time for you to answer,” Ragnar said in a low, threatening voice.

    “Answer ... for what?” she asked.

    Ragnar glared at her, his eyes like simmering orbs of blue fire. “Not only for what you have done here ... but for what you intended when you sent us to the priests.”

    “What I intended? I intended nothing more than what you were told!” Aelia responded, though the heightened fear in her eyes betrayed her attempt to protest.

    Ragnar was about to step toward her when he perceived movement in the doorway behind him. Turning his head, he saw a familiar and highly unexpected figure take a stride into the room.

    “Errai!” Ragnar exclaimed.

    “Trust in me, Ragnar, and do not interfere,” Errai replied in a calm tone, his eyes fixed on Aelia.

    Seeing the Barradan elder, Aelia blanched and shuffled back another step.

    Recovering a little of her former poise, her voice took on a vitriolic tone. “What do you want, you old fool! Is it not enough we let you travel our lands?”

    “Meggara, I summon you now! ... Here is the one who bound and subjugated you to her will,” Errai stated in a firm, raised voice, his gaze remaining upon Aelia, unwavering.

    A small red flame manifested in the air before Ragnar and the elder. Expanding swiftly in size, it took the form of a brawny, winged entity with a snake-like tail.

    Ragnar slowly backed away from the creature of fire, but he remained in the chamber, trusting the old man.

    Errai continued, “Consume her, and you will no longer be tethered to this world. She is the last.”

    With an expression resembling a feral snarl, the ifrit set its fiery gaze upon Aelia.

    “Worm of clay, dung, and ash, you will know what it is to serve greater beings,” the ifrit declared to her in its eerie voice, sounding at the moment like an amalgam of howling winds.

    “No ... no ... nooooooo!” Aelia shrieked, trembling and backing up to the wall at the back of the chamber.

    The ifrit bared even more its elongated, sharp-pointed teeth, though Ragnar could not tell whether the expression was a smile or a look of increased rage.

    Rushing forward, the ifrit shed its form and engulfed Aelia within its fiery embrace.

    To Ragnar’s surprise, the fire did not burn her body like the men the creature had snatched up before.

    A rift then formed in the middle of the air, at first having the appearance of a line of black mist. Spreading and becoming increasingly dense, until fully opaque, it grew into a churning, circular mass.

    A shrill, pitiful scream came from Aelia as the ifrit carried her into the center of the swirling darkness. Her cry faded to silence as they were enveloped within the black depths.

    The opening in the air then vanished, leaving behind a noxious stench that had Ragnar on the edge of nausea.

    “It is finished,” Errai declared after a few heartbeats, staring at the space where the portal had been.

    “She received her reward,” Ragnar said, glowering, thinking of the many warriors who had died. After a short silence, he looked over to Errai. “You said to the ifrit that she was the one who bound and subjugated it ... was she a sorceress?”

    Errai walked over to the bodies of the assassins. Leaning over, he searched one of them, reaching below the neck of the dead man’s tunic and pulling up a circular, stone amulet on a narrow hide cord.

    Turning to Ragnar, he extended his arm, holding the amulet out for him.

    Stepping over, Ragnar took the amulet and looked at the image carved into its surface; an open eye with nine lashes radiating from it.

    “A cult, one ancient, long-enduring, and well hidden,” Errai said. “You have destroyed their priesthood entirely now.”

    Understanding came to Ragnar. “She was a priestess?”

    Errai nodded. “Her existence as the last of their priesthood in this world kept the ifrit bound.”

    “How ... did you know this?” Ragnar asked, becoming a little confused.

    “The ifrit told me, speaking within my mind, when I confronted it outside the camp,” Erria replied. “It is the reason I came with you here. The ifrit spared the camp in return for me finding the last of the priesthood.”

    “Why did you say nothing?” Ragnar said.

    “The ifrit bid me to silence on the pact we made,” Errai replied. “I could not risk invoking its wrath. They are vengeful beings when provoked.”

    “I would not want you to incur its enmity,” Ragnar said. He cast the amulet to the ground. “I have no use for that.”

    “With their priesthood gone, the cult dies at last,” Errai said.

    “One less stain upon this diseased world,” Ragnar said, looking at the amulet lying on the floor.

    Errai turned toward the doorway. “Let us get depart from here.”

    Nodding in agreement, Ragnar followed him from the bedchamber.

    

    ***

    

    The following morning, commotion ensued when it became apparent that Aelia was nowhere to be found. Rumors swirled though the citadel of dead assassins, and some claimed Aelia had fled the city in the dark of night.

    Ragnar held the truth of it all, but said nothing to anyone, content to allow the confusion to fester among the Magarians.

    Errai and the other Barradans with him set out from Kadaros in the morning, to return to their people. Before Errai climbed into the saddle of his camel, Ragnar and the elder clasped forearms, and they parted in a state of friendship and mutual respect.

    Ragnar then joined Ingvar, Ahirom, Eigill, and several of the other warriors in a tavern popular with the locals in the heart of Kadaros. Imbibing strong wine, he sat in a shadowy corner of the tavern, intending to do little more than drink for the rest of the day and evening.

    “Tell the truth, Ragnar, was she burned to ash in the heat of your loins?” Ingvar said, laughing and slapping him o the back.

    Ragnar smirked, finding some irony in the remark.

    “Who will take control now?” Ahriom asked. “If she is gone, who rules in Kadaros?”

    “Likely the same one who gives us payment,” Ragnar answered him. “General Maniekes.”

    “I thhhhink he had somethhhing to do with her disssappearanccceeee,” Eigill said, slurring his words just a little. From the looks of him, he was draining his cups more rapidly than the others. “Annnnn ammbitttiousss man.”

    “We will stay out of the affairs of the Magarians,’ Ragnar said.

    “I have no desire for the intrigues of an empire,” Navdar said. “Enough of that back in Astria.”

    “How long do we remain in the hire of the Magarians?” Ahriom asked, looking to Ragnar. “After the past few days, I am wanting to go live like a king in Thessalamus.”

    “I have had far enough of deserts for a while myself,” Ingvar stated, solemnly.

    Ragnar passed his gaze across their faces. “Until the Magarians choose to stand strong here, the raids will only increase until Adis Khan’s dogs swarm into these lands.”

    “Then the fight here is a futile one ... is it not?” Navdar said.

    “It is inevitable the hordes will come out of the deserts, and that time is not far from now,” Ragnar said. “The fools holding power in this land may trust to the walls of Magarium, but there is another kingdom that will not waver in the face of what is to come.”

    “What kingdom is that?” Ahirom asked.

    “The Hebrennan Kingdom, to the west of here,” Ragnar said. “They will need every blade possible. That is where I wish to go. I have seen enough of the followers of Hamedah to know what kind of world they would make. I would see Adis Khan’s power shattered there.”

    “The Hebrennans are a tough and courageous people,” Navdar said. “My own people warred with them often in ages past.”

    “They are said to have some powerful sorcerers among them, who possess great knowledge of hidden things,” Vidarna said.

    A frown crossed Ahirom’s face, and his eyes reflected disappointment. “What of Thessalamus? Why not go there?”

    “If Adis Khan is not stopped, Thessalamus will be overrun,” Ragnar said. “My heart tells me the greatest chance to break his power will be the Hebrennan Kingdom.”

    “Then ... I will go there too,” Ahirom said, sounding a little hesitant. “I have no wish to face Adis Khan’s dogs in Thessalamus.”

    “Then to the Hebrennan Kingdom it is,” Ragnar said, looking around at the warriors again. A wry smile crossed his face. “But not before we rest a few more days here. We have earned that much. I also believe there were some women that caught some of your eyes. I am sure they would not want to see men like you go too soon.”

    Ingvar smiled broadly. “It is only right to say a proper goodbye, and you know we attend women properly, Ragnar!”

    The warriors broke out into laughter at the bawdy remark. Sharing in their bout of levity, Ragnar’s thoughts turned toward wine, food, and some much-needed repose.

    If he bedded another woman before they left Kadaros, Ragnar determined not to embrace one from the ruling class. Thoughts of Aelia dispelled him from any faint notion of that.

    For the time being, Ragnar would stay in the present moment, and banish thoughts of past and future away. There would be plenty of time to ponder what was to come, but life had to be savored and enjoyed, if only to remind himself of why he endured trials of the kind he had just been through.

    Surrounded by stalwart companions, each one of them battle-proven, Ragnar grinned and summoned over one of the serving women in the tavern, to refill his emptied cup.

    Slender of build and graced with a bountiful mass of dark, curly hair, she had smooth olive-toned skin and a radiant smile. Stepping over to the trestle table he sat at, she had an enticing sway to her hips.

    When her green eyes met his cerulean gaze, Ragnar caught the spark of hunger within them, and his breath quickened.

    Perhaps, after all, he would enjoy much more than just food and drink that night.
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