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    Dedication

    

    To the One Whose Heart will never grow cold.

    

    To my mother and father, who always knew how to keep the cold in this world at bay.

    

    To my sister, who stands against the cold whenever it awakens.

    

    To my beloved Holly, whose steadfast fire makes certain the cold cannot prevail.

    

  
    When the Cold Breathes

    

    Blotches of crimson mottled the brilliant white surface. An expanse of snow reflecting the rays of a bright, midday sun, the relentless glare pressed Ragnar Stormbringer’s eyes into a tight squint. Frost tendrils riddled his thick beard and lengthy mass of dark hair, lending him the appearance of years far beyond his own.

    A scowl deepening on his face, Ragnar eyed the broad paw prints adjacent to the spattered blood and staggered trail of human footprints. The bestial impressions in the snow showed evidence of great claws, the weapons of a predator well-suited to bringing down larger prey.

    “These tracks were made by a great beast, a lone hunter, and it could well be cause of the vanishings,” Ragnar announced, his pale blue gaze engulfing the smaller figure to his left. Looking back to the tracks they had just come across, he stared at the blood spots marking where the predator had engaged its prey. “These are not the paw marks of a snow tiger. What manner of creature leaves marks such as this? They are unfamiliar to me.”

    Though one of the larger men in the woodland settlement, Cnut’s head did not reach Ragnar’s shoulder. Looking up at Ragnar, the man’s eyes glistened with fear.

    “There has not been a Mayak sighted in this area for as long as anyone can remember, and not since the Jarl came to these lands,” he told Ragnar, eyeing the wide impressions. “Yet these tracks belong to one. There is no mistake of that.”

    “What great fortune of ours, to come across the first Mayak tracks seen in ages,” Ragnar said, with a sharp edge of sarcasm.

    Though he had never encountered one, Ragnar knew enough about the rare, fearsome beasts that dwelled in the ice-cold wilderness of the far north. His mind remaining calm, the prospect of being hunted by one did not frighten him, but it did instill a heightened caution that he knew could not be relaxed for a single moment.

    A heartbeat of time could be all the warning that he or Cnut might get in a Mayak attack.

    Sweeping his gaze across the snow-blanketed terrain, he gripped the haft of his great war axe Raven Caller tighter. Several low, dark objects lying in the snow, far ahead and to the right, beckoned to him. The tracks in the snow, both human and beast, all headed straight toward them.

    Saying nothing to Cnut, Ragnar strode toward the area, his long cloak flapping in a stout, icy gust of wind. Keeping his axe up, in a two-handed grip, he looked all about, remaining alert for any hint of the Mayak.

    When Ragnar reached the scattered cluster of objects, his expression did not change. They were what he thought they would be.

    What remained of the man who had made the human tracks littered the ground. Not a single limb remained attached to the eviscerated torso wreathed in a heap of blood. The shattered remnants of a skull had been strewn across the snow, a short distance away.

    A spear lay just beyond a severed hand. The head of the weapon had no blood upon it, telling Ragnar that the hapless victim had not gotten so much as a single strike in upon the beast.

    From the state of the remains, Ragnar gleaned that the kill had taken place not long ago, perhaps as recent as late that morning. Maintaining his caution, he knew it could well be that the Mayak stalked close by, though it looked from the scant flesh left on the bones that the creature had fed thoroughly.

    Tendrils of wind whistling in his ears, Ragnar walked over to the edge of the shredded torso. A glint below the tattered stump of the corpse’s neck caught his eyes.

    Leaning over, he reached into the midst of the gore and took up a silver amulet, crafted in the image of the rune symbolizing the northern god Tireya. Wiping the blood off on the snow, Ragnar gazed upon the amulet, listening to the sounds growing louder from behind of heavy breaths and snow crunching under booted footsteps.

    “Heimval, yes?” Ragnar asked, glancing toward Cnut, who came to a halt close to his right side. Holding up the amulet for the other man to see, he continued in a declarative tone, “The amulet you described to me earlier. You have found him ... or what is left of him.”

    “Why did he not listen to me?” Cnut lamented, staring at the amulet, a look of horror splayed on his face. “Had he just waited a little longer, many would have gone with him. Now he leaves behind a wife, and two healthy children.”

    Ragnar respected the courage of the dead man, who had acted when so many others, including Cnut, remained timid. Nevertheless, a part of Ragnar wished Heimval had heeded Cnut’s plea for caution.

    While rugged, none of the settlers Ragnar had encountered were the kind of warriors who could stand much of a chance alone braving the dangers of a hostile wilderness like that surrounding them. To undertake such a risk with a wife and children to care for made Heimval’s choice a foolhardy one.

    Even so, Ragnar determined to avenge Heimval and honor the man’s courage, while also aiding the settlers, whose leader had taken him in for the harshest stretch of winter afflicting the northernmost lands.

    Not wanting to begin a southward trek in the depths of a northern winter, Ragnar had elected to stay for a time as a guest of the Jarl Thryggvi. Long ago, the old warrior had fallen into conflict with one of the northern kings. Driven from his lands, the jarl had traveled east with his family, servants, a number of loyal warriors, and their families; eventually finding a place to settle amid the remnants of a forest-dwelling tribe battered by war and hardship.

    Eager to bring an end to their longstanding plight, the tribe had welcomed the jarl’s arrival. Not long after, in a peaceable manner, at the tribe’s acclimation, Jarl Thryggvi had come to rule over them.

    During the ensuing years, the jarl’s followers and the tribesmen formed several villages and homesteads. The area had now become a stopping point for northerners readying to enter the river-crossed, rolling seas of grassland to the south. Ragnar, like many others before him, hearkened to a route offering a chance for rest and sustenance within the midst of a harsh, frigid wilderness.

    Having developed an affinity for a strong drink found in those lands made from rye grain, and possessing a growing taste for honey, pickled cabbage, and many other things common to the region, Ragnar had been more than content to pass the days and nights of mid-winter in relative calm. He found staying inside, drinking and eating by warm fires, and enjoying the sensual company of a couple eager, beautiful women far more preferable to enduring the bitter cold and dangers of the northern wilderness that pressing ahead with his journey would have demanded.

    The worst of the winter was set to pass soon enough, and then he could head southward in a refreshed, hale state.

    Then Cnut had arrived at the Jarl’s homestead, asking to speak with Ragnar on an urgent matter. The aging Jarl had wanted to dismiss the man at once, but Ragnar agreed to listen to his tale.

    Eight men had disappeared from area villages over the course of a few weeks. No trace of the cause had been found, and nor had there been any witnesses.

    Cnut and others had been talking about putting together a large, armed party to search for them, but the rash of disappearances had unnerved many. A few more days had passed, and none had ventured forth.

    Impatient, and unwilling to wait for the others’ consensus, one of the settlers named Heimval had declared his intent to set out to find the others by himself. Early the next morning, he had acted upon his words.

    Desiring to catch up to Heimval, but not wishing to venture after him alone, Cnut had tried to gather others, but to no avail. With no other options, he had then sought out Ragnar, whose tales of exploits and lands visited had captivated the hardy settlers on many nights.

    Where many refused to join Cnut, Ragnar had been willing to accompany him alone. In his eyes, it would gain a chance to limber up and stretch his well-rested limbs. He had been idle more often than not in recent weeks. There was also the possibility that he could help the villagers discover the cause of the disappearances, and perhaps bring an end to them.

    Whether the menace of a wild beast or an incursion from an enemy tribe, Ragnar had intended to get to the root of it soon enough, but he had not expected to find answers on the same day they had set out. Now, his wits and skill would be tested against a rare and formidable predator.

    A part of him relished that challenge.

    Surveying the grisly carnage, Cnut’s fear-flecked eyes cast all about the wintry landscape, as if expecting the thing that slew his unfortunate comrade to strike at any moment. Ragnar did not fail to see the white-knuckled grip the man had on the haft of his spear.

    “If it watched from near, you would not see it,” Ragnar told Cnut, his tone measured and unruffled. “But its belly has been filled, not that long ago. It has likely gone somewhere to slumber. I doubt it will undertake another hunt, just yet.”

    “A Mayak could bring down a hunting party of ten,” Cnut replied in a low voice, brimming with anxiety.

    “A hunting party that I was not counted among,” Ragnar replied, an edge to his tone. “It will not find me such easy prey.”

    Though the words conveyed the immutable confidence dwelling within Ragnar’s heart, he respected the power of the predator in plain evidence before him. His brief scrutiny of the bloodshed showed that the beast possessed bone-crushing jaws, and claws that could open a man’s torso from neck to gut in one swipe.

    From the broad paw marks, he estimated the creature to have a mass comparable to the great brown bears of his own homeland. Ragnar also had little doubt it could run down most anything out in the open.

    “How long will this creature plague us, if it is not stopped?” Cnut remarked.

    “For as long as it finds a good source of prey to satisfy its gullet,” Ragnar said. “You will have to warn all the villages in this region. It is not wise for any in your villages to stray alone, when something like this stalks in the shadows.”

    “Such an ill-fated end for Heimval,” Cnut bemoaned. “His eldest boy is only now coming of age, and the other is so young.”

    Squatting down, Ragnar untied a small pouch and a sheathed knife from the slain man’s belt. Along with the amulet, he extended the items toward Cnut.

    “See that the eldest boy and his mother get these,” Ragnar told him.

    Cnut nodded, taking the items from Ragnar.

    A torrent of wind whipping Ragnar’s long, dark locks all about, the great warrior rose up to his full height. Turning his eyes to the north, Ragnar looked to the edge of a forest in the distance, where white-barked trees and towering pines marked a sea of woodland that ran for leagues and leagues.

    “What of the remains?” Cnut asked, after a few moments of silence.

    “Burn them,” Ragnar said. “It is all you can do. But gather many and come well-armed when you do.”

    Walking past the blood-stained area, Ragnar found the Mayak’s tracks leading away from the kill. The tracks led toward the north and east, where some low hills rose above the flatter terrain he now trod.

    “What are you thinking?” Cnut asked.

    Ragnar looked back at the man and smirked. “It may have taken a liking to human flesh and intends to keep hunting us. But I am going to hunt it. Should bring us together much sooner.”

    Cnut’s eyes widened at Ragnar’s words. He looked as if he was about to say something in response, but no words came from his lips.

    “From here, I go on alone,” Ragnar announced. “Go back to the villages, see to this man’s family, and gather a large party to get his remains.”

    “Should we not remain together?” Cnut said. “Who is to say where the Mayak will go?”

    “It has fed, and headed for the forest, out there,” Ragnar said, sensing the man’s deep fear, and pointing in the direction indicated by the tracks. “If you return the way that we came here, you will be safe.”

    “May the gods look over you, Ragnar,” Cnut said.

    “I have Raven Caller with me,” Ragnar replied, a sharp glint in his eyes. “That gives me a chance ... and a chance is all I ever need.”

    Cnut started back for the villages at a brisk stride. Ragnar imagined the other man found him to be foolish, in the grip of madness, or a combination of both. The thought brought a smile to his face.

    Common men always saw the ways of the courageous and bold in such a light. It prevented them from recognizing their own weakness and craven leanings. Yet such men always sought those such as Ragnar in the worst of times, as Cnut just had done.

    Gripping Raven Caller mid-shaft with his right hand, Ragnar smirked again, and began following the broad paw prints in the snow.

    

    ***

    

    The Mayak’s tracks took Ragnar deep into the woods, until the slopes of the hills he had espied from the kill site rose high, all around him. By then, the sun had crossed the skies and begun its western descent. Shadows lengthening from the trees and light dimming, the onset of twilight loomed.

    Flurries and gusts of frigid wind, the latter eliciting creaks from the surrounding trees, were all that broke the deep silence pervading the forest. Trudging forward through the snow, Ragnar took great care with his steps, striving to keep them as quiet as possible.

    A violet hue descended over the woodlands upon the arrival of dusk, heralding the imminence of night.

    With the snow-covered ground and the light of a bright, full moon radiating from a star-filled sky above, visibility remained good for a fair distance despite the coming of darkness. Lashing into Ragnar’s face, the bite of the winds increased with the deepening chill.

    At last, the tracks of the Mayak turned and led up the side of a hill. A short distance up the slope, the black maw of a cave entrance beckoned within a cluster of jutting rocks. Eyeing the shadowy opening, Ragnar came to a halt.

    Not wanting to confront a huge predator inside its lair, Ragnar backed away from the hill, using his own tracks to guide each step. After finding a place among some pines, and still within site of the cave, he concealed himself as best he could.

    Pulling his cloak tighter about him, Ragnar began a vigil.

    

    ***

    

    Movement caught his eyes. Becoming rigid at once, every sense within Ragnar heightened. All of his thoughts focused on the scene before him, his breath remained calm and steady.

    Emerging from the depths of the cave, a massive beast padded out into the moonlight.

    Long of body, the creature had a low, squat build, with four stout legs ending in wide sets of claws. Covered in white fur that matched the hue of the pristine snow around it, the beast would have no trouble blending into open terrain.

    In some ways, the creature up the slope resembled a wolverine to Ragnar’s eyes, but in others, the Mayak’s form reflected elements of a great hunting cat.

    Sniffing at the air with its short, broad snout, the creature’s jaws spread apart just enough that the moonlight glinted off a huge set of fangs. Looking around, the beast prowled down from the cave, displaying smooth, nimble movements; showing that the creature carried its considerable size with a feline grace and ease.

    Reaching the bottom of the hill, the Mayak started forward along the low ground. With all of his attention fixed upon his quarry, Ragnar watched the creature’s approach in a patient, poised state.

    The creature snapped to a halt where Ragnar’s tracks had come to an end within sight of the cave entrance. Casting its gaze about, a rumbling snarl came from the depths of its throat. Though the wind blew in a favorable direction and did not betray his scent, Ragnar knew the creature was moments from seeing his position.

    Reaching up slowly with his left hand, Ragnar unfastened the brooch at his neck, letting his cloak fall to the ground as he got up from where he crouched by the trunk of a towering pine.

    Roaring at the top of his lungs, Ragnar gripped Raven Caller in both hands and charged headlong from the trees toward the Mayak. Startled, the creature whipped about to face him, and paused for an instant, as if in disbelief that a human would so fearlessly confront it.

    Baring its great fangs and loosing a thunderous roar of its own, the beast lunged forward to meet Ragnar’s rapid advance. Bounding through the snow, the beast covered the ground between them swiftly, springing at Ragnar when they drew close.

    Raven Caller raised above his head, Ragnar swung the blade down with as much force as he could muster. Moving its head at the last instant, the Mayak avoided having its skull split.

    Biting deep into sinew, muscle, and flesh, the sharp edge cleaved through the creature’s thick white fur, between the neck and left shoulder. The Mayak loosed a horrendous cry, sounding like a blend of roar and screech.

    Blood spraying outward, Ragnar slammed hard into the beast. Grunting at the impact, he tumbled over the top and right side of the creature, the latter’s momentum carrying its bulk forward.

    Holding tight to the shaft of his axe, Ragnar wrenched the blade free before hitting the snow. Feeling hard ground beneath his feet, Ragnar thrust out with his legs, propelling his body farther to the side.

    Whirling about and gaining its footing, the wounded beast’s right claws flashed, raking through the space where Ragnar had been a shred of an instant before. He found it difficult to believe a creature so big could move so fast, but a Mayak was a predator said to be from an ancient world; a time filled with monstrosities and giants.

    Just after the claws missed shredding his legs by the span of a couple hands, Ragnar whipped his axe back through with urgent force. Using one hand at the far end of the haft to gain as much of a reach as possible, he caught the creature trying to rush in on him. Though the beast recoiled with quick reflexes, the Mayak suffered another wound, the blade slicing into its body once more.

    Echoing off the hills and carrying far into the night, another grating cry erupted from the Mayak.

    In the speed of the exchange, Ragnar could not tell for sure where the blow had landed. Pulling his weapon back at once, he regained his feet.

    Backing away a couple more paces, Ragnar took up a battle stance and set his eyes upon his adversary.

    Heavy breaths emerging like bursts of mist, the two combatants squared toward each other and locked eyes. Though maintaining composure and focus, Ragnar’s mind absorbed his raw surprise at the beast’s gaze.

    A strange quality about the beast’s pale eyes troubled the tall warrior. Recognizing the presence of something far more than a feral predator in the other’s look, Ragnar’s instincts told him that if the creature were to survive the fight a terrible fate would befall the villages.

    In that moment, Ragnar knew he was all that stood between the creature and the slaughter of a great many men, women, and children.

    Lengthy fangs gleaming and a rasping snarl sounding from the depths of its throat, the creature continued glaring at him. In a steady cascade, blood dripped from the wounds Ragnar had inflicted, spattering the white surface beneath the creature. From what he could now tell, his second strike had opened a gash in the Mayak’s neck.

    Ragnar held his stance and readied his axe. The beast appeared hesitant to press an attack, and it could not be denied that the Mayak’s breathing had become more labored. Ragnar sensed a weakening in the creature; and an opportunity to seize the initiative.

    Bolstered at the recognition, Ragnar emitted an animalistic snarl of his own, before adding the words, “Come, you coward, and let me finish you!”

    His words appeared to enrage the creature. Roaring, the Mayak barreled toward him once more. Ragnar dodged fast to the left, at the last instant, slashing hard with his axe and opening a third wound in the creature’s side.

    A pain-filled cry soaring into the heights, the Mayak turned to face him. Blood dripping from all its wounds, the creature kept up a sustained, menacing growl, but did not follow up on its attack.

    Taking up a balanced stance once more, Ragnar saw that he now stood between the beast and its cave lair.

    “If you want to run back to your hole in the ground, you will have to go through me!” Ragnar declared in a booming voice. Shaking his axe toward the creature, he continued to shout, taunting the Mayak, “You grow weaker every moment! The ground now drinks your blood! You will die this very night! Come at me, and be finished!”

    Gnashing its teeth, and continuing to bleed out from three deep wounds, the beast snarled and growled in response to Ragnar’s verbal barrage. Keeping its ground, and breathing becoming more ragged, a change then took place within the Mayak’s gaze.

    Fear infiltrated the malice and rage holding dominion just moments before. Struggling more and more with its breath, the Mayak’s fury ebbed. A few moments later, the creature’s posture began to sag.

    Seeing the Mayak’s strength wavering, Ragnar braced, expecting the beast to muster a final, desperate attack.

    Turning, the Mayak leaped into motion and bounded away, fleeing from Ragnar and abandoning the fight. Its powerful strides kicking up bursts of snow, the creature increased its speed swiftly.

    “You craven bastard!” Ragnar bellowed in rage at the unexpected development.

    Gripping his axe in his right hand, Ragnar broke into a run in the wake of the beast.

    Strength remained in the Mayak’s limbs and, despite the blood streaming from its multiple wounds, the beast widened the distance between itself and Ragnar. Lungs raw from rapid breaths of the icy air, Ragnar exerted himself as hard as he could to keep the creature within his eyesight.

    Legs churning, Ragnar propelled himself across the snowy terrain, watching the Mayak’s form continue to grow smaller and smaller ahead.

    Without warning, the Mayak collapsed, falling to the ground in a heap and spurring Ragnar’s spirits. Maintaining his pace, he closed the distance fast, ignoring the burn in his lungs and muscles.

    Slowing down several paces from where the beast had fallen, Ragnar took a few moments to steady himself and regain some of his breath. With slow, careful steps, he approached the still form of the beast with great wariness, wondering whether its seeming collapse could be a ruse, intended to draw him close for a sudden ambush.

    The Mayak’s sides heaved, its breaths coming in rattling gasps. Then, its entire body began to tremble.

    Blinking his eyes, Ragnar stopped, questioning his own vision for a moment. At first, it seemed like the creature’s body was sinking into the ground. Then, Ragnar came to realize that its form was shrinking and drawing inward, condensing upon itself.

    Filling Ragnar with caution, the recognition kept him rooted in place. He had witnessed such transformations before, and he deemed it best to let the process run its course, to reveal the beast’s true nature.

    The bizarre metamorphosis continued until a naked man covered in strange symbols lay within the bloodied snow. Ragnar took another couple of steps forward. Looking closer, he saw that the angular symbols were branded into the man’s pale skin.

    Standing, the man would have been about as tall as Ragnar. Round of face, thick of neck, and broad of shoulder, he had long locks of mixed black and silver-gray strands. An extensive beard, of a similar blend of hues, reached down to just past the middle of his big chest.

    Beneath him was a large pelt of thick, white fur, long and broad enough to wrap around his entire body in the manner of a cloak. Ragnar did not have to examine the pelt to know that it had come from a Mayak.

    Coughing up gouts of blood, the man fixed his pale eyes upon Ragnar. His lips spread in a semblance of a grin, though the look carried no hint of goodwill. Rather, the expression and gaze exuded hatred. His grin spreading wider, the light gray pupils and whites of the man’s eyes then faded into a solid, coal black.

    Arching his back, the figure loosed a piercing, otherworldly screech, sounding as if many voices conspired together to create the hellish cry. The air appeared to shimmer, and for a moment Ragnar swayed, overcome with a wave of dizziness.

    Clenching onto the haft of Raven Caller, he recognized the presence of sorcery and knew that he had to do all that he could to overcome the fog clouding his mind. It took all of Ragnar’s focus to keep hold of his thoughts and prevent them from melting into a paralyzing stupor.

    Gritting his teeth, Ragnar concentrated on regaining command of his body and axe. Thinking of movements, ways to swing and strike with his weapon, and stances, he invoked a path of order within the miasma threatening to take hold. The feel of Raven Caller’s haft in his hands reinforced the order gaining purchase in his mind, until he reached a point where the power working against him broke.

    The instant clarity returned to his mind, Ragnar brought his axe up. A crazed look on his face, and staring back at Ragnar, the man on the ground began laughing, spittle and blood erupting onto his beard.

    Whipping the axe downward, Ragnar cut the shrill laughter off, driving the blade of Raven Caller into the maniacal figure’s face, splitting it apart into almost perfect halves. The man’s body shuddered for a moment and went still.

    “Laugh about that, you bastard,” Ragnar declared, glaring at the corpse.

    It was then that Ragnar took note of the undulating terrain spreading far beyond the dead figure; a sprawling mass of low, distinctive mounds upon which no trees grew. A light tremor rippled though the ground, the vibrations underfoot running up his legs and torso.

    Another tremor followed just after, stronger and more sustained. A third ensued, of an even longer duration, and powerful enough to shake Ragnar. Keeping to his feet, he remained in place, wondering at the sudden upheaval.

    A fair distance away from Ragnar, the ground caved in, layers of snow and earth falling away to reveal a large, gaping hole that swallowed up at least three of the mounds.

    “What devilry is this?” Ragnar muttered into the uneasy silence about him.

    Deciding to risk nothing with the shape-shifting man lying at his feet, Ragnar tore his axe free and swung it in a great arc. The blow sliced clean through the corpse’s neck, severing the split halves of the man’s head from his body.

    With a couple of hard kicks, Ragnar put a fair distance between the two halves, the pieces tumbling to a stop at the end of shallow, blood-streaked furrows of snow.

    A few solid hacks dismembered the body to a point where Ragnar deemed it almost impossible for the man to reconstitute any kind of form. Nevertheless, he took up the man’s limbs and scattered them in several directions.

    When finished, Ragnar took his axe and wiped the gore-coated blade off on a small, unsullied part of the white pelt beneath the corpse. Then, he eyed the hole.

    With the corpse attended to, Ragnar could take a closer look. Stalking forward, wary and on his guard, Ragnar made his way toward the edge.

    Peering down, Ragnar gazed into the depths of a large cavern. Unlike his surroundings on the surface, the interior of the cavern was anything but still and silent. Everywhere Ragnar looked, the cavern teemed with activity.

    Movements within the shadows, and a cacophony of hissing, rattling, breathing sounds, warned Ragnar of a manifesting danger. Pairs of luminous eyes riddled the darkness of the cavern, though what creature they belonged to remained shrouded in the darkness.

    All of the little, glowing orbs began orienting upon Ragnar, and the noises grew louder. A cold chill penetrated his veins, deepening with every moment.

    Scrabbling, scratching sounds reached his ears. Around the perimeter of the opening, Ragnar noted that some of the eyes were growing a little larger in size.

    Something was climbing toward him, in large numbers. It would not be much longer before whatever lurked within the cavern emerged onto the surface.

    Understanding the nature of what was happening in the cavern, Ragnar thought back on the shape-shifter’s look of madness and laughter. He could now see that both contained a defiant air of triumph. In his final breaths, the man had lashed out, unleashing a dark power far more daunting and menacing than a Mayak.

    “Dung-eating sorcerers!” Ragnar exclaimed, with the air of a curse, spitting into the maw of the cavern.

    Sweeping his gaze across the low mounds, he estimated there to be hundreds.

    Though part of him wanted to greet the first of the unknown things climbing up from the pit with Raven Caller, Ragnar chose to depart the area at haste.

    He knew that he would be facing the occupants of the pit soon enough. Before then, he had to get back to Cnut and the others.

    With no time to retrieve his cloak, Ragnar headed out, depending on body heat from exertion to make up for the loss of his outermost covering. Alternating between a light jog and a brisk march, he kept up a brisk pace.

    While he could not exhaust himself too soon, Ragnar had no choice but to press hard. Faint on the winds, coming from behind, blood-curdling shrieks and cries carried through the night.

    The unknown denizens of the cavern had reached the surface; and would soon be following in Ragnar’s wake. Breathing a little harder, he continued forward with long strides that took him farther and farther from the cavern and barrows.

    Striking out in the final moments of life, the shape-shifting sorcerer had set a horrific revenge in motion. A warning had to be spread to all of the villages and homesteads of the area.

    Even then, a tide of death would be closing in, without respite. When that wave crashed upon the Jarl’s people, their chances to survive the coming nightmare looked grim.

    

    ***

    

    Raspy, guttural cries pierced through the winds and cascading snowfall. Coming from behind, the unnatural sounds carrying along with the night gusts chilled Ragnar’s bones to the marrow. He knew them to be from something that had no place in the world he lived in.

    Legs churning, continuing to put distance between himself and the things from the cavern, Ragnar pressed on through the forest without pause. At last, the trees gave way to open ground.

    A fire in the distance drew his attention. Suspecting its nature, Ragnar hastened toward it without delay.

    Ragnar found Cnut with a large group of armed men, gathered around a makeshift pyre. Flames still burned, though they had already consumed whatever had been left of Heimval.

    Gathering around when he reached them, the men looked elated to see Ragnar. Quieting their hails and greetings, he wasted no time in telling them of the events in the woods and the threat now heading their way.

    While still distant, unmistakable cries and shrieks slithered through the winds.

    “Oh gods ... oh gods ... we are doomed!” stammered one of the men, eyes gleaming in fright at the sounds. He clutched at Ragnar in a frenzy born of desperation. “We will die this night!”

    Using an open palm, Ragnar smacked him hard across the face, toppling him to the ground. “Get your senses! You may die, but do not include me or any others in that!”

    In awkward fashion, the man got up to his feet. “I ... am frightened.”

    “It is not wrong to be frightened, but take command of yourself,” Ragnar said, with a little less ire. “We have to stand together.”

    “Against what?” another man asked. “You did not see these things above the ground, Ragnar.”

    “I have no doubts it has something to do with the barrows I found,” Ragnar said.

    “Could they be Draugr?” a man asked. “They haunt barrows.”

    “Not in numbers like that,” Cnut said.

    “These things had to climb to the surface,” Ragnar added. “A draugr could take shape above the ground.”

    “Then wights or ghouls,” Cnut said to Ragnar. “Though the light from their eyes, from your description, make me think they are wights.”

    The explanation as good as any he could think of, Ragnar nodded.

    “Wights! A horde of them?” one of the men cried out. “Coming this way? Are you certain of this?”

    “They are headed this way, and there is little mistaking their purpose,” Ragnar confirmed.

    “How can we stop them? We would shun any place with even a few of them,” the man said.

    “You have to fight them, or they will kill you,” Ragnar said.

    The inhuman cries continued along the winds, the latter whipping through a thick, falling snow that obscured sight of the forest’s edge.

    “We are shedding time here ... let us go to the villages now and warn them!” Ragnar said.

    “And lead them right into the villages?” one of the men asked.

    “They will sweep through the villages, whether we go or not,” Ragnar said, an idea forming. “Let us take a stand together. Gather all you can and take them to the Jarl’s fortress.”

    “How long do you think we have?” Cnut asked, glancing in the direction of the woods.

    “Not long, as these things have been called from the ground by sorcery. They will not tire, and they require no food or drink, so let us not tarry,” Ragnar said, looking around at their anxious faces. “We go to warn the villages, now!”

    Leaving the pyre and its dying flames behind, the men gathered up the things they had brought with them, and then followed after Ragnar. He led them at a brisk stride; the wails, howls, and cries chasing after them on the night winds.

    

    ***

    

    Terrified men, women and children, roused from slumber in the dead of night, trundled through the snow. Growing louder as the night crept onward, the ghastly cries filling the darkness doused all arguments and spurred limbs into motion.

    Streaming in from all the villages and homesteads, everyone that could be warned made their way to the jarl’s hill-fort, an edifice built in a place central to the area under his rule. Carrying along whatever they could snatch up at a moment’s notice, using baskets, sacks, pouches and other vessels, the people did whatever they could to scrounge up foodstuffs and other items before leaving their homes with little else than the clothes on their backs.

    Featuring a ditch and high earthen rampart, the latter crowned with a stout wooden palisade, the circular fort topped the broad summit of a large hill. Inside the rampart, slanted roofs and entryways dug beneath ground level marked the locations of storage pits. A number of small timber huts and a couple of pens for animals rounded out the fortress’ cramped interior.

    Built as a refuge for the area’s villages and homesteads during times of war, the fortress now offered the only chance the people had to defend against an enemy whose only desire was to slaughter them.

    After a little while, the influx of villagers tapered off, reducing to a trickle before no more family groups arrived at the gates. The eerie cries beyond the ramparts continued growing in volume, though nothing could be seen through the dense snowfall.

    More than once, men warding the ramparts shouted false warnings, as jittery nerves began giving rise to seeing things that were not there. Every flicker of a shadow sent fear rippling through the villagers on the watch.

    Listening to the swelling cries, moans and wails, Ragnar stood at the fortress gate with Raven Caller in hand, ready to wield the great axe should something emerge out of the snowstorm that was not a living human being. Whispering of approaching death, the icy winds whipped through his hair.

    A few more stragglers managed to reach the fortress during that time, stumbling out of the gray and white torrent engulfing the area. Each of them arriving to the hill-fort alone, and staggered well-apart, the last to reach the gates came from the outermost dwellings within the jarl’s dominion.

    Ragnar confronted each of them, determining their human nature before letting them pass. He had demanded that the others warding the gateway stay back and allow him to greet newcomers when the larger family groups had stopped arriving.

    With the villagers growing ever more nervous, a lone figure emerging from the snow stood far too great a chance of getting skewered with a spear or hacked apart with an axe.

    Nearly all of the solitary arrivals were men, save for one older woman, covered in furs and carrying a number of pouches. Ragnar took her to be a healer, or a practitioner of magic arts, of a type he had seen more than once before living on the outskirts of a village.

    Looking over their shoulders and casting fearful glances back into the woods, the latecomers hastened through the gates.

    When no more villagers had arrived for a little while, the men gathered about the gate began casting nervous glances toward Ragnar. More than one flinched at each sepulchral wail or howl from within the snowstorm.

    All knew that the horde from the pit neared.

    At last, Ragnar turned to the men with him and commanded, “It is time to shut the gates!”

    From their reactions, his order came as a great relief. The others hurried inside, leaving Ragnar by himself.

    Ragnar cast one more glance into the snowy miasma. A couple of dim shadows that were not tricks of light moved among the trees.

    Turning away from the forest, he trudged back through the entryway. Behind him, the thick timber gateway was pulled shut and barred.

    Ragnar then looked toward a large mass of armed men milling about the gateway. “A watch on the wall-walk in every direction. They are here.”

    

    ***

    

    Standing at the top of the rampart, Ragnar eyed a host of movements among the trees a short distance beyond the ditch. Gaunt, long-limbed figures with extended heads prowled through the forest, making their way toward the base of the rampart.

    More and more of the things came into view, spreading apart in such a manner that the fortress would soon become encircled.

    Bright, spectral lights shone from within the things’ eye sockets, a look both unsettling and unnatural. The incoming figures made no attempt at silence, filling the air with hisses, screeches, shrieks, and other noises.

    Before long, the area around the fortress teemed with the entities.

    “All those who can hold a weapon, to the ramparts!” Ragnar called, trusting to his instincts.

    Every man or woman who could wield a weapon hurried to the wall-walk. Looking around, Ragnar saw that a solid ring of humans defended the ramparts.

    Far below him, the ranks of the entities thickened, with more gathering every moment. Outnumbering the villagers by a great margin, the mass of entities would have overwhelmed the humans with ease had it not been for the hill-fortress.

    Ragnar and the others could do little more than wait for the inevitable. No signal or distinct call rang out when a surge of motion took place all around the hill-fort.

    Swarming the ditch, the malefic horde began their assault.

    Scrabbling and grasping, the things began ascending the long slope of the rampart. The entities climbed with ease, exhibiting dexterity and strength as they dug holds and pulled themselves up the steep incline.

    Before long, the first of them would reach the palisade.

    Looking down from a closer vantage, Ragnar could see their forms with more clarity. Tattered remnants of clothing still clung to their bodies, the pale skin of which resembled something long mummified in texture and tautness. The desiccated state of their corporeal forms gave the creatures a skeletal appearance.

    If their bodies had once been of the world of humankind, some power had since altered them into something far different in proportion. Elongated of limbs and neck, the entities possessed jutting, oversized jaws. Many of the things climbing toward Ragnar had their thin lips pulled back, baring a jagged array of sharp teeth that included prominent upper and lower canines.

    More monstrous than human, and echoing death more than life, the forms of the creatures reflected the malignant sorcery that had called from forth.

    When the entities reached the top of the rampart, they scratched and clawed at the wood of the palisade, a few gaining purchase and seeking to climb over the barrier.

    Wherever their heads or dirt-encrusted, clawed hands breached the palisade, the villagers hacked, stabbed, and fought back with a fear-induced desperation. Stymied in their advance, and with more continuing to reach the top of the rampart, the area around the palisade clogged up in moments, forcing the entities lower on the slopes to halt in their ascent. The entities could not bring their great advantage in numbers to bear upon the human defenders.

    With a hard swing of his axe, Ragnar lopped the head off one of the things trying to heave itself over the edge of the palisade. The body and head tumbled back down the length of the rampart. Knocking a couple more entities off the slope, the falling remains thudded into the ditch below, the dislodged creatures piling on top an instant later.

    Ragnar could only hope that the headless corpse remained there. He could see all around him that the things could incur wounds that would have killed a living man or woman. Axes buried in skulls, throats gashed open, and midsections gutted did not stop the creatures.

    Several of the macabre beings within Ragnar’s view had been maimed in a severe way, losing an eye, hand, or arm, yet the mutilated showed no signs of pain or slowing their attack. All of them continued trying to surmount the palisade and get at the villagers defending it.

    Casualties remained light among the defenders, though a few villagers met with horrid demises.

    To his right, and not far from where he stood, Ragnar witnessed a throat being ripped open by raking claws that cut through flesh like honed blades. Several paces to his left, another villager’s eyes snapped wide open in shock, as an entity drove its arm deep into the ill-fated man’s belly, tearing his guts out a heartbeat later.

    Not long after, one of the things lurched over the top of the palisade and clutched onto a man near Ragnar. Without a moment’s hesitation, the entity clamped its wide jaws down on the man’s face, engulfing it from his forehead to under the chin. Blood spattering everywhere, the creature bit down hard and jerked its head back.

    Leaving a grisly countenance in its wake, the savage bite tore the nose and most of the skin off the victim’s face.

    While he could not save the dying man, who slumped down to the wall-walk, Ragnar hoisted his axe and fixed his eyes on the hideous assailant. Enraged, he tromped forward and beheaded the thing in one blow.

    The head fell and rolled along the wall walk for a few paces, while the rest of the creature’s body draped over the palisade.

    Reaching out with his left hand, Ragnar grabbed the headless corpse at the shoulder. Frigid to the touch, the thing’s skin had a clammy feel to it, and Ragnar did not want to remain in contact for an instant longer. With a quick, powerful heave, he sent the body hurtling down the slope, jarring a few more entities loose of their holds on the face of the rampart.

    A grating snarl to Ragnar’s left warned him of another assailant. Pulling itself up on the palisade’s edge, the creature hissed at him and spread its jaws wide.

    Turning, raising his axe, and chopping down hard, Ragnar cleaved the skull of the thing in two, down to the neck. Before toppling backward, the spectral light within the thing’s eyes gave way to solid black.

    “Fight them with all you have!” Ragnar shouted to the others defending the wall-walk, before looking out over the entities ringing the fortress.

    For each one slain, another stepped forward to begin an upward climb. Those knocked down the slope by a falling body clambered out of the ditch and started to scale the incline once more.

    Brandishing his axe at the relentless creatures, Ragnar unleashed a defiant, thunderous war cry, heard by friend and foe alike.

    “Come to your ruin! We will not break!” he roared.

    Responding to his morale-bolstering display, all along the wall-walk, many defenders cried out at the top of their lungs. Swinging their weapons with renewed vigor, and thwarting most of the attackers from crossing over the palisade, the humans continued to hold the ramparts.

    A few of the entities made it onto the wall-walk, but none got any farther. The ditch at the base of the rampart collected more and more of the attackers’ corpses, most of them headless and some with extensive wounds to the skull.

    A few more villagers fell, but the massed attack on the palisade proved too difficult for the creatures. The ditch continued to fill with their bodies, and more and more of the entities lost fingers, hands, or entire limbs, crippling their ability to attack or climb the rampart.

    Ragnar chopped, hacked, and slashed, killing and dismembering as many of the vile things that he could. After a little while longer, the numbers reaching the top began to ebb, until none of the things were able to climb over the palisade and reach the wall-walk.

    Without any kind of signal, the assault ceased, and the entities began retreating down the rampart. Those around the ditch moved back into the trees.

    Some cheering, and others hurling curses and insults, the defenders watched the entities fall back. Holding their places along the wall-walk, the villagers kept their weapons at hand.

    After resting for a few moments, Ragnar took a slow walk around the perimeter of the wall-walk, making an assessment. While the creatures had incurred many casualties, enough of them remained to keep the fortress surrounded.

    On open ground, the villagers still would not stand a chance against their hellish adversaries.

    At Ragnar’s command, after setting a watch along the ramparts, the villagers began gathering up their dead and any remains of the attackers that could be found. Building one pyre for human bodies and another for the creatures, they burned the remains.

    Every last remnant of a wight that could be found, no matter how small the piece, was put to the flames. No chances could be taken when confronting an enemy of the kind they faced.

    Soon after, the air began filling with the sounds of crying, sobs, and wails. The tension of battle giving way to a flood of emotion, the families and friends of those who had fallen mourned,

    Weary, and having no desire for company, Ragnar strode away from the fires. Walking among a group of huts, he found a place where he could be left to himself for a little while.

    Looking up and around, Ragnar satisfied himself once more that the wall had an ample watch set upon it. With eyes positioned at all points of the perimeter, nothing could approach the hill-fort without being seen well in advance.

    Without the exertion of battle to warm his blood, the cold was becoming more of a nuisance. Inside the hut where Ragnar had claimed a place to sleep, he retrieved a cloak that he had been given upon arrival to the fortress.

    Using a large brooch crafted in the shape of a wolf’s head, he fastened the cloak at his neck. A replacement for the one he had left behind in the wilderness, the furred cloak was not quite as long as Ragnar would have preferred, but anything would help in warding against the penetrating cold of a northern winter.

    Making his way back outside, he leaned against the wall of the hut, savoring the relative quiet and isolation. The respite would not last for much longer. The people of the village would be settling down soon enough for the rest of the night.

    Using the lower border of his main tunic, Ragnar then set about cleaning the blade of Raven Caller. Taking a whetstone out from a pouch at his belt, he tended to the edge until he deemed the blade sharp enough for the next battle. When finished, he slid the weapon back into the loop at his belt and returned the whetstone to the pouch.

    A few villagers began returning to the huts. Those who saw Ragnar acknowledged him with a brief greeting or nod. Sensing the increasing nervousness that the men and women bore toward him, he had no doubt that their tales of his fighting on the wall-walk had already been imbued with exaggeration.

    He had seen it happen many times before. If Ragnar slew ten adversaries in battle, using all of his martial abilities, it would be said later that he smote fifty, wielding his axe single-handed.

    In some instances, the loftier tales increased trouble for Ragnar, as those seeking quick fame sought to bring down a living legend. Now, such tales would serve a good purpose, in lifting morale and inspiring the villagers to fight back against the entities keeping them trapped in the hill-fort.

    With villagers returning to the huts for the night, Ragnar decided to take a walk. Straightening up and pulling his cloak snug, he strode away from the hut, his boots crunching on the snow.

    Strolling about the interior of the fortress, Ragnar turned his thoughts toward the situation at hand. A siege now underway, their enemy did not have the needs or limits of living beings.

    In the urgency of the moment, far too little food had been carried into the fortress to sustain the occupants for an extended period of time. The creatures outside the ramparts would not have long to wait until starvation began taking root and spread among their intended prey.

    Periodic howls, wails, and screeches carried over the wall, the noises stark reminders of the entities outside the fortress. Hungering for the death of every living being inside the hill-fort, the things could not be negotiated with or bribed.

    A means of overcoming the horde would have to be found.

    Ragnar did not know where to begin in finding a way. The people could not outlast their enemy, nor could they survive a battle outside the walls. Even if a message could be sent out, no force existed within feasible range of the hill-fort strong enough to break the siege.

    Swirling the thick snowfall about the huts and storage buildings, powerful gusts of wind whipped about the fortress. Howling and whistling, the brisk flows of air lashed and battered the villagers patrolling the wall-walk above. Ragnar watched his breaths emerge in light gray puffs.

    Without deep stocks of wood, or the ability to go outside the walls to cut more, the cold would also become a problem that increased with time.

    No matter which way Ragnar looked at it, the inhabitants of the fortress faced a daunting plight; one that looked nearly insurmountable.

    Nevertheless, Ragnar refused to give in to despair. Walking onward in the cold night air, he kept searching his thoughts.

    

    ***

    

    The night passed without incident, though the following day’s pale light greeted the besieged villagers with more snowfall and overcast skies. Eerie cries persisted from beyond the ramparts, dashing the hopes of many who had voiced hopes that sunrise would get rid of the unnatural creatures.

    Having gained an uninterrupted period of slumber running from late night until just after dawn, Ragnar arose in a renewed state, energetic and sharp in thought. Donning his full attire, he staved off the rumbling in his stomach through consuming a modest fare of berries in honey and a little salted fish.

    Outside the hut, Ragnar took in a deep, cleansing breath of the crisp morning air. Stretching his limbs, neck, and back, he worked out a few areas with lingering soreness and aches from the previous day.

    Ragnar then headed to the wall-walk. Finding that the watch had been kept well, he complimented the villagers now warding the palisade. Given the circumstances, all appeared to be in as good of spirits as he could have hoped for. Though still exhibiting signs of fear and anxiousness, they appeared far more composed than the rattled mob that had first arrived through the gates.

    From the high outlook, the forms of several entities could be seen moving among the trees, not far from the ditch and base of the rampart. Milling about, the creatures looked to be doing nothing in particular, other than making their presence known to their intended quarry, trapped in the fortress.

    Making his way back down to the ground level of the fortress interior, Ragnar thought of seeking out Jarl Thryggvi. Walking toward the center, where the largest of the huts had been built, he sought the old warrior to discuss the overall dilemma facing the people. Perhaps the jarl had some insights that Ragnar could add to his thinking in a search for a way to defeat the pit-spawned fiends.

    “From the old burial grounds to the east, was it? A large number of barrows, deep in the hills? That is where these abominations came from, yes?”

    Ragnar looked to his right, seeing an old man standing outside the entrance to one of the larger huts. From his rougher attire and accent, Ragnar figured him to be one of the tribesmen who had accepted the rule of Jarl Thryggvi.

    Peering toward Ragnar from beneath a bushy, silver-gray set of eyebrows that flared upward, the man’s dark eyes shone with alertness. Scraggly ends reaching far down his chest, a dense beard cradled his round face. A furred cap rested upon his head, beneath which a rabble of disheveled locks staggered down over his shoulders and back.

    “A work of dark sorcery called them forth,” Ragnar replied, coming to a halt. “A vile magic brought these things out from a pit, beneath a place like you describe. You know of this place?”

    “I know not what wickedness had been done by those who the mounds belonged to,” the old man replied. “They were already here, and deemed to be ancient, when the first of my tribe came to these lands. Whatever that those who raised the barrows did is lost to the faded mists of time. But over the years that our tribe has dwelled in these lands, those grounds have drawn witches and sorcerers of the dark arts ... some from very distant lands. The people here have always driven them away, or slain them,”

    “I caught one such, at the edge of those grounds, a shape shifter no less,” Ragnar said. “The bastard got off a loud cry, before his final breath. I felt the power of the magic he invoked running through my body and the ground itself. Three times the ground rumbled, each time stronger.”

    “Must have been powerful magic indeed,” the old man replied, frowning at Ragnar’s words. “What then?”

    “The pit formed after that, taking more than one of those barrows into it,” Ragnar told him, recalling the experience. “I looked in and saw a host of shining eyes, spread throughout a great cavern. Many began to make their way to the surface up slopes of debris. I did not wait around for all of those cold-skinned louts to come up from the ground.”

    “You saved the people of five villages and many homesteads by coming to warn us,” the man said. “Those things would have swept over our homes and killed every one of us, in little time. From the words of those who saw and fought the things on the wall, I would guess them to be a kind of wight ... and such abominations seek only to kill the living.”

    “Most seem to think them to be a kind of wight, and from what I know of such creatures I would agree,” Ragnar stated. “I am doing all I can to see that as few villagers as possible die here. I would kill them all if I could fight them a few at a time, though it would take a while to lop the heads off that many of the cursed things.

    “A great number of these scum still remain outside, and they do not appear eager to attack the wall again. I am thinking they will seek to outlast us. With dwindling food and wood, the people here are not in a good position and it will only worsen with time. I have thought upon...”

    Interrupting the conversation, a shout came from the wall-walk, near to the front gates. “Riders! Approaching the forest!”

    After a glance in the direction of the voice, Ragnar looked back to the old man. Needing some answers, and intrigued by what the man knew, he hated to break off their conversation.

    “We must speak later,” Ragnar said, his tone insistent.

    “We will, as soon as you are able,” the man replied. “Go on … and see what is happening.”

    Ragnar then broke into a loping run, heading for the main gate. When he reached it, he wasted no time in climbing the wide flight of steps leading up to the wall-walk.

    The commotion had drawn many of the villagers to the gate area, with a rising number of them gathering on the wall-walk. Jostling each other to get a good vantage, they murmured amongst each other in apprehensive tones.

    None impeded Ragnar, who pushed through them to stand above the middle of the gates. The spot afforded him a clear, unobstructed view of the approach to the fortress.

    “We do not know who they are, or where they are from,” one of the men atop the wall-walk informed Ragnar.

    Bracing his hands on the edge of the palisade, Ragnar looked out toward a pair of riders heading at a slow pace toward the front gates of the fortress. From their rugged clothing and a fair number of pelts secured to the rear of their mounts, both of the figures appeared to be hunters.

    Men along the wall-walk shouted to the incoming riders, urging them to turn back. The distance and wind hampered the dire warnings, but the tone of their shouts was enough to bring the two riders to a halt.

    Keeping a rein on their mounts, the men looked toward the fortress. Ragnar could sense the confusion in them.

    Those watching from along the wall-walk could do nothing but look on as tall, gaunt things that had no rightful place in the world of the living swarmed out of the trees. Surrounding the riders and blocking all paths of escape, the wights fell upon them in a savage, blood-letting frenzy.

    Clawing, gouging, and biting into flesh, the wights took both horses to the ground in moments, dragging the riders down with them. The screams of beast and man blended with the screeches of the wights in a hellish chorus that shook the spirits of all in the fortress; save for Ragnar.

    The slaughter enraged him. A part of him wanted to lay into the wights with Raven Caller right at that moment, hacking and cleaving the vile things apart one by one.

    Cursing, and taking his eyes away from the grisly scene, he shouldered his way through the villagers and descended to the ground.

    “Ragnar!”

    The voice of Cnut sounded from his right. Turning his head, Ragnar saw the man walking toward him at a fast pace, a worried expression spread across his face.

    “What is it?” Ragnar asked him in a terse manner.

    “Come with me,” Cnut replied, sounding insistent. “There is something you need to see, and it cannot wait.”

    Ragnar followed Cnut to one of the huts on the outskirts of the fortress interior, not far from the wall-walk. A terrible smell permeated the air within the vicinity of the small edifice.

    Recognizing the rank odor of death and decay at once, Ragnar looked to Cnut. “Tell me, what has happened.”

    “Inside,” Cnut said, standing to the side of the hut entrance. “You must see it first.”

    Stooping over to enter, Ragnar proceeded into the hut. Adjusting to the dim interior, he set his eyes upon the forms of several villagers, four men and two women, lying atop a few skins. All looked to be in the grip of an advanced sickness, one that had reduced them to an emaciated state.

    Standing against a wall, a spear-bearing man stood watch over the sickly group in the cramped environs. Looking distressed, he cast a nervous glance toward Ragnar.

    Gasping and wheezing, the men and women on the skins stared upward with dull looks to their eyes and listless expressions. One issued a low moan, and another coughed up a mixture of phlegm and blood.

    Ragnar frowned, recognizing a couple of the unfortunates. Walking back to the huts after the burning of the corpses on the previous night, the two had been in far different states the last time Ragnar had seen them.

    Both villagers had appeared hale to his eyes, and none the worse for wear. Now, in less than a day, they teetered upon the edge of death.

    “Let us go outside and we can speak further,” Cnut said.

    Ragnar nodded, and the two men went back outside. Glad to be free of the air within the hut, if not the stench, Ragnar took a deep breath of the winter air.

    “What happened to them?” Ragnar said. “They were not like that at all before I turned in for sleep.”

    “Every one of them was bitten by one of those things during the fighting yesterday,” Cnut said, looking pensive. “Their wounds turned worse during the night, like they were rotting, and this sickness came over them fast. Those among us with knowledge of healing say nothing can be done. We do not think they will last much longer. Several others who had also been bitten have already died. We had these few moved here, not knowing if they could become threats to the others, in the way that an illness can spread ... but no one else has fallen sick.”

    “A wise choice,” Ragnar said. “Have you burned the bodies of those who died?”

    “It is being done now,” Cnut replied, nodding.

    ‘Sometimes the dead come back,” Ragnar said. “Though never in the way they were before.”

    “I have heard such tales,” Cnut replied, a hint of fear in his voice.

    “There is truth to those tales,” Ragnar said. “Evil arises in the shells of the living. I think we are facing such a thing now, gathered out there in the woods.”

    “I do not think there is anything inside the fortress for the rest of us to be worried of,” Cnut said. “Those who have died will be ash soon ... and only the six you have seen remain of those who were bitten.”

    “So there are no others who were bitten, who have not fallen ill?” Ragnar asked.

    Cnut shook his head. “Not one.”

    “Then we know one thing,” Ragnar said, his countenance grim. “The bite of the vermin outside this fortress brings death.”

    “All need to be warned of this,” Cnut said, his eyes betraying a growing fright within him.

    Ragnar looked him in the eyes. “See to it that all are told. As soon as possible.”

    “I shall,” Cnut responded.

    “Do not waver in spirit,” Ragnar said. “No matter what the bite of those things can do.”

    “It is no easy thing to keep the spirit strong when we are surrounded and trapped in here,” Cnut said.

    “Are you still alive?” Ragnar asked.

    “Yes,” Cnut answered.

    “Then you must not waver in spirit, if you wish to remain alive,” Ragnar told him, holding the other’s gaze for a moment longer. Looking away from Cnut, Ragnar turned his gaze toward the larger huts at the center of the fortress. “I must take leave of you now ... I have a matter of importance to look into.”

    

    ***

    

    Ragnar found the old man where he had left him, standing alone, outside the entrance to one of the larger huts.

    “If there were a way to get past the damnable things, to seek some aid, I would take it,” Ragnar said, lamenting his predicament. “But even for me, there are too many. I would go to certain death. That would gain nothing for anyone, and I am not about to toss my life away in a foolish act. You seem to know something of what we are facing. If you know of any way, no matter how impossible it may seem, then tell me.”

    The old man looked to Ragnar with a peculiar expression, as if he were making some sort of determination. After a few moments, he replied in a solemn tone. “I would like to show you something about this place that you may not know of. Follow me, and I will tell you more.”

    The old man stepped away from the hut and headed in the direction of the outer wall. Shortening his stride, Ragnar kept pace with him, walking along at the man’s side.

    When they had proceeded beyond the huts, the old man guided Ragnar toward the base of the rampart.

    “This is an old fortress site ... very old,” the old man said as they walked, glancing over to Ragnar. “The jarl made good use of this place, and he centered his land about it. He has improved it greatly, but it goes far back, to when the people of my tribe first dug an outer ditch and formed an earthen rampart.

    “I explored here often as a child, and I made some discoveries. Few know of it, but a concealed tunnel runs from within the fortress to a place deep within the trees. I do not know if it is far enough to take you beyond the ring of creatures surrounding us, but it is a way out of here.”

    “And a way into here, should those fiends come across it,” Ragnar said, both intrigued and concerned at the revelation.

    The old man nodded. “I doubt they will. The place where it emerges is overgrown and well hidden by now.”

    Slowing down, the man eyed the wall for several moments, and then looked toward the ground. To Ragnar’s eyes, the man appeared to be searching for something specific in nature.

    “The place where it begins is well hidden too,” the old man remarked, continuing his inspection. He peered at the inner facing of the wall, and then looked to the ground again.

    “That should be the spot,” he muttered, speaking to himself.

    Where the man had been looking Ragnar noticed a distinct, bowl-shaped cavity in the surface of the wall.

    “Did you think I would not have made a mark where I discovered it?” the old man asked, having taken notice of Ragnar’s gaze. “Looks like a gouge in the wall’s surface. No one else would take notice of it.”

    Taking a few steps forward, the old man came to a stop at the base of the wall, just beneath the depression in the wall. Using his right foot, the old man cleared a patch of ground, brushing away the snow on top of it.

    With an air of triumph, he exclaimed, “There! My memory is not yet faded! It is as I remember it.”

    Bending over, the old man reached downward. Clutching with both hands onto a rust-covered ring set within a square made of rough, wooden planks, he grunted with exertion, a strained look coming to his face.

    Pausing, he took a few deep breaths, and tried again. Nothing budged or came loose.

    “This may be a better task for you,” the old man said, stepping back, and breathing harder. “It has likely been many years since this was opened, and I do not have the strength for this.”

    Walking over, Ragnar crouched down and gripped the ring. Using his legs, in addition to his arms, back, and shoulders, he worked to open the tunnel.

    With a sudden release of tension, the timber covering popped free of the frozen ground. Ragnar swayed back, holding onto the covering and keeping his feet in place.

    A dark passage beckoning from within, the tunnel entrance lay open.

    The old man smiled, looking into the tunnel opening. Falling snowflakes drifted into the dusky maw.

    “As tall as you are, you will not be able to walk upright down there,” he said. “But it will get you a good distance beyond the walls, in a way the things outside cannot see.”

    Staring at the hole in the ground, Ragnar boiled up with frustration. Scowling, he shook his head.

    “But what does it matter?” Ragnar asked. “Even if I could get past the wights, where could I seek help for the people here? Any other settlements or villages are many days ride on horse away from the jarl’s land. There is no horse to take through the tunnel, and the people here could not hold out that long.”

    The old man looked straight into Ragnar’s eyes. Speaking in a solemn timbre, he said, “I told you I would tell you more. The tunnel is only part of this. There are other things I did when younger, that may be of help now.”

    “If you know of anything that might be tried, do not delay in telling me,” Ragnar said, growing impatient.

    The old man reached inside his fur cloak and pulled out a small bronze amulet hanging from a leather cord about his neck. Taking the amulet off, he handed it over to Ragnar.

    The circular piece had been crudely fashioned, containing some markings that Ragnar did not recognize. He suspected them to be some manner of runic symbols, though they resembled nothing he had ever seen among the northern people.

    “What of this?” Ragnar asked, continuing to examine the amulet.

    “A gift, given to me by someone I helped long ago ... someone who dwells by himself in the depths of the woods to the east,” the old man replied. “I am sure he is still there, as the years do not take much of a toll upon him. I believe that he can help us.”

    “A sorcerer?” Ragnar asked, glancing back to the old man.

    The old man nodded. “Yes, but not one who would call abominations from the ground. He stays to himself, and he has never had a quarrel with the people of this land.”

    “That does little to ease my concerns,” Ragnar said, frowning. “Sorcerers can wield many kinds of powers, and, like any man or woman, they can choose to follow a different path from the one they took before.”

    “This one cares only for the things of the natural world, and would find these wights to be abominations, a violation of life itself,” the old man responded. “Find him … and give him this amulet. Tell him of everything that has happened here, and I assure you that he will help, if he can.”

    A chance, no matter how fraught with uncertainties, sounded far better than doing nothing. The relentless march of time would spare no one. Eroding the fortress’ meager stocks of wood and food, the passage of a single day hastened an inevitable doom.

    “How would I find this sorcerer?” Ragnar asked, resolving to undertake the attempt to find him.

    “A broad stream leads to the cave where he lives,” the old man said. “If you go east, from here, you will find the stream. Turn north and follow it. To reach the cave, it would not take you more than a day, at a modest walk. “

    “If I found this sorcerer, who should I say sent me?” Ragnar queried, realizing he had not yet gotten the old man’s name.

    “I am Dvar,” the old man replied. “He will remember me.”

    “And by what name is the sorcerer called?” Ragnar asked.

    “Belshezan”, the old man answered.

    Ragnar nodded to the old man. “Then I will set out to find this Belshezan.”.

    

    ***

    

    Parting from Dvar, Ragnar took a little time to let Jarl Thryggvi and a few others know of what he had chosen to do. After filling a couple of small pouches with foodstuffs and tying them to his belt, he made his way back to the wall-walk.

    Walking the full circumference, Ragnar admonished those involved with warding the ramparts to remain vigilant in their watch.

    At last, he made his way to the ground and headed toward the tunnel entrance, finding Dvar still there when he arrived.

    “It is time for me to see how far this tunnel goes, and then I will find a sorcerer,” Ragnar announced.

    “Return soon, Ragnar,” Dvar said in a low voice, extending him a slight bow. A look of concern on his face, Dvar brought his eyes up to meet Ragnar’s. “I shall pray to the gods until you have come back.”

    In the old man’s eyes, Ragnar could see that Dvar feared for him. Knowing that he shouldered the fates of all within the fortress, including the old man, Ragnar sought to allay Dvar’s worries.

    “I do not intend to stay out there a moment longer than I need to,” Ragnar replied. Setting his right hand down on the old man’s shoulder, he continued, “Thank you for letting me know of the tunnel, and the sorcerer.”

    “I am defending myself, my tribe, and all who are in this fortress by doing so ... it is nothing to thank me for,” Dvar replied, giving Ragnar another bow. “I have merely given what I know to a brave warrior, who can make good use of the knowledge.”

    “And I shall, Dvar ... and I will not say farewell, because I will see you again,” Ragnar declared, before turning his full attention to the tunnel.

    Lowering himself down into the hole, he readied to traverse the passageway. To his relief, the tunnel had been cut just wide enough to accommodate his broad shoulders without the need to turn sideways.

    Needing to hunch far over to make his way through the tunnel, Ragnar pressed ahead in the dark. Keeping a hand in front of his face, he swiped away any cobwebs or detritus that he came into contact with.

    The tunnel continued onward for a long while. Despite being slowed down from having to walk at a crouch, Ragnar knew the channel would take him a considerable distance from the rampart. Whether or not it was far enough to get past the wights encircling the fortress he had no way of telling until he emerged.

    Ignoring the mounting discomfort, Ragnar made steady progress. Nothing disturbed the silence other than his breaths and the sounds of his boots, scraping and shuffling upon the dirt underfoot.

    Coming to the end of the passageway, Ragnar found a square of timber planks above his head, similar to the hole covering at the other end. Setting his ear against it, he listened for a few moments, hearing nothing from the other side.

    Placing his palms against the wood, he pushed upward. At first, the covering did not budge. It took a few powerful shoves to move the covering and break through the piled snow beyond it.

    Able to stand up to his full height once more, Ragnar took in a long breath of the surface air, finding himself relieved to be free of the cramped, stagnant confines of the passageway. Grabbing onto the edges of the hole, Ragnar hoisted himself upward and climbed out of the tunnel.

    Once outside, Ragnar looked around, ready to take up his axe in an instant. Alone and surrounded by trees, he could hear the cries of wights farther away.

    Before moving onward, he took a few moments to put the covering back in place, laying brush and snow over it until he deemed the entryway well-concealed. After finding the faint form of the sun above, through a thinner patch of the drifting, gray cloud masses blanketing the skies, he set out to the east.

    Light flurries of snow descended through the trees. Sharp tendrils of wind, carrying a deeper, biting chill, beat against Ragnar’s face. Keeping his eyes out for any signs of movement, he marched through the woods, listening to the otherworldly cries growing more distant behind him.

    Ragnar had begun to think that he had made it past all of the loathsome wights when a hideous shriek erupted from close by, resembling the grating of two pieces of metal. Taking up Raven Caller and holding the weapon in a two-handed grip, he looked about.

    A short distance spread between them, two wights loped toward Ragnar through the trees, their gangly, long strides giving them an even more surreal appearance. Both had their teeth bared at him, lending their skeletal faces the appearance of morbid smiles.

    Ragnar knew that he could not outrun them. Axe held firm, he conserved his energy and waited for the creatures to reach him. The gap between the two gave him a small boon, affording Ragnar the chance to engage the things one at a time.

    The closest of the wights covered the remaining distance and bore down upon Ragnar. While imbued with unnatural strength and speed, the creature attacked in the manner of a feral beast, rather than a trained warrior, and rushed right at him.

    Ducking low at the last moment and swinging his axe, Ragnar severed the right leg of the charging wight at the knee. The creature raked its claws through the right side of his cloak as it passed by. Toppling down fast, the wight slid a few paces on the snow-covered ground.

    Ragnar took a few strides forward, putting some distance between him and the wounded creature. Readying to face the second incoming wight, he set his feet in a balanced stance.

    Almost upon him, the wight barreled toward Ragnar in the same direct manner as the first. Jaws spreading wide, the creature bounded across the fast-dwindling ground remaining between them.

    Behind Ragnar, the wounded one flopped about, making futile efforts to stand up.

    With an ear-piercing screech, the second wight vaulted at him with its claws extended. Ragnar struck at the wight’s head with his axe.

    The blade rushed in over the outstretched claws, splitting the thing’s skull between the jaws from the side. The upper part of the creature’s head lolled at a bizarre angle, but the creature’s momentum carried its body into Ragnar.

    Knocked backward, but keeping to his feet, Ragnar grimaced as the tips of the thing’s claws stabbed into his chest. The countering force of his axe blow, in addition to the layers of his clothing, helped stymie the impact of the claws and prevent them from driving deeper, but the shallow wounds sent a sharp wave of pain throughout him.

    Ragnar grabbed the creature with his left hand and threw it off him. Coming within a wisp of shouting curses at the thing, he held back at the last instant, not wanting the sound of a human voice to alert the wight’s ilk to his presence.

    Eyes blazing with furor, Ragnar advanced and stomped his right boot down, again and again, on the top and bottom of the creature’s skull. Smashing and pulping its head to bits, Ragnar made sure there remained no viable chance the thing could reform.

    Pulling itself along the ground in a scrabbling manner, using its remaining leg and arms, the first wight neared from behind. The cold light of its eyes fixed upon Ragnar.

    Hearing the wight’s movements, Ragnar turned around to face it. A crazed grin spreading across his face, he gripped his axe in both hands and leaped forward to meet the wight’s approach.

    Rearing up, the creature set loose a guttural screech. Taking one clumsy swipe at Ragnar, its claws raked through nothing but air before the wight fell under a torrent of heavy axe blows. Hacking and chopping the thing apart, Ragnar reduced the wight to pieces in a handful of moments.

    Ceasing the mutilating barrage, Ragnar straightened up. Holding Raven Caller in his right hand, he lowered the weapon rest at his side.

    The area fell back into silence as he paused to regain his breath. Eyeing the carnage about him, the trace of a smile remained on his lips.

    Looking around, he saw no signs of any other wights through the trees. With his chest throbbing from the light wounds that he had incurred, Ragnar resumed his eastward march.

    

    ***

    

    Ragnar continued east for several more leagues, stopping only now and then for a brief rest. He consumed a little of the food in his pouch, and for water melted snow in his hands.

    The winds eased into a periodic flow of light breezes. Though thickening to where Ragnar could no longer make out the sun, the gray cloud masses above sprinkled thin flurries across the wooded landscape.

    Trudging through a sea of birch and evergreen, Ragnar found the pervasive silence about him soothing. His chest still ached, but the pain had ebbed.

    Only a few animal tracks marred the pristine snow blanketing the forest floor. The distant howling of a few wolves broke the stillness for a moment, but nothing other than Ragnar’s breath, and his footsteps breaking through the snow, could be heard as he made his way farther east.

    With the dense, overcast sky concealing the sun, Ragnar could not be certain about the time of the day, but he guessed it to be late in the afternoon when he finally came upon a broad stream. Now frozen and covered in snow, the winding channel had fashioned distinct embankments over the years on its southward flow.

    Relieved to see the stream, Ragnar decided to take a short rest and consume a little more of the food he had brought with him. Making his way down to the edge of the stream, he took Raven Caller out and sat down, leaning his back against the embankment. He set the axe down at his right side.

    Having kept a solid pace, Ragnar doubted he had much farther to go. His legs remained strong, and he judged that he could press harder if he needed to.

    Reaching into one of the pouches at his belt, he scooped a few hazelnuts into his palm. Putting one into his mouth, he crunched it to bits and swallowed.

    A light scraping noise and a puff of snow was all the warning Ragnar had when a large form hurtled down from above. Slammed to the ground, he rolled to the side, grappling with his assailant as his ears filled with a sound now all too familiar; a raspy, rattling hiss.

    Grabbing both of the creature’s narrow arms, he pinned the wight against the ground.

    Jaws spread wide, the wight’s head shot forward, set on a course to engulf Ragnar’s face within its maw. The creature’s elongated neck giving it enough range to reach him, Ragnar had no choice but to release his hold on the creature.

    Letting go of one of the wight’s arms, he brought his forearm up fast. Just before the wight’s jaws covered his face, Ragnar jammed his forearm deep into the creature’s mouth.

    Pain raced through his arm. Crying out, Ragnar pressed down hard, knocking the wight’s head against the ground. Lodged deep between its jaws, Ragnar’s arm kept the thing’s mouth wide open.

    Shifting up on the wight’s body, Ragnar brought his weight to bear upon the force applied through his forearm, pushing down harder and harder. The movement allowing him to bring his left leg high up, Ragnar drove his knee into the shoulder of the wight’s free arm, immobilizing it once more.

    Growling with exertion, Ragnar put every bit of strength he could muster into the downward press of his left arm.

    A sharp crack accompanied the sudden release of pressure on his left arm. The upper and lower jaws of the wight slackened and shifted askew of each other. Rendered useless, the jaws no longer remained a threat.

    Ragnar shouted in rage and yanked his left arm free of the wight’s jaws. Ignoring the stabbing pain, he balled his hand into a fist and smashed it over and over into the wight’s eyes. He continued the furious pummeling until the creature’s skull fractured and the light in its eye sockets went dark.

    Cursing and wincing in agony, Ragnar got up from the creature and retrieved his axe from where it lay on the ground. After dismembering the wight’s body, he turned his attention to the burning pain afflicting his left arm.

    Blood gleamed amid a shredded area of his tunic. Pulling the sleeve of the woolen garment up, Ragnar exposed a sight that stilled the breath in his lungs.

    The wight’s teeth had torn through the tunic and ripped into his flesh.

    Using snow, Ragnar did his best to clean the wound. With the edge of his axe, he cut a strip from his cloak and bound the area of the bite.

    Making his way up the embankment, he looked back on his tracks, seeing a second, distinctive set running alongside them. The wight had followed him all the way to the stream.

    Ragnar could not ignore the stark truth facing him. All of those bitten by a wight had died, after less than half a day.

    Time would now work against him fast. He had to find the sorcerer very soon, or death would claim him.

    Cursing his predicament, Ragnar set out for the north, following the course of the stream.

    After awhile, his entire body started to heat up, and a lightheaded sensation came over him. Ragnar knew the changes in his condition did not come from fatigue. The doom inflicted by the bite had begun to advance and take hold.

    Setting his mind on the one imperative task looming before him, Ragnar pushed doubts and fears to the periphery of his mind.

    When the light began dimming, Ragnar picked up his pace, hoping to find the cave before nightfall permeated the forest. Sweat trickled down his face and a slight dizziness came over him, though not yet enough to affect his balance.

    Ragnar concentrated on his breathing and putting one foot in front of the other. Looking about, he tried to keep alert for any threats, but knew that he was growing less and less wary with the disease rising inside him.

    Lungs beginning to strain from sustained exertion in the frigid air and the mounting effects of the sickness, Ragnar finally espied a cave ahead. The sight came as a tremendous relief, but he knew his task was far from complete.

    Slowing down, he approached the gaping opening with caution, doing his best to keep an eye out for any movements. Not wanting to present any signs of hostility, Ragnar chose to keep Raven Caller in the loop at his belt.

    A lone figure then walked out of the cave entrance and came to a stop a few paces beyond. Ragnar slowed further, but he did not stop.

    Covered in furs, and thick of hair and beard, the figure before Ragnar looked to be something other than a man at a distance. In some lands, Ragnar had heard tales of beings who had characteristics of both beasts and humans, and he wondered if he was about to meet such a creature.

    Ragnar kept walking forward. The figure remained in place, eyeing him, but making no movements.

    A closer proximity dispelled any notions of an encounter with a non-human being. Ragnar knew that he looked upon a man, or at least something in a human guise covered in fur-skins.

    Ragnar was the first to break the silence.

    Though weary and increasingly ill, he called out in a steady voice, “I am Ragnar, son of Eirik ... sent to find one named Belshezan, in an hour of need. A man named Dvar told me of Belshezan.”

    Several heartbeats passed, and Ragnar began to doubt whether the figure understood him.

    Finally, the figure replied in a deep voice, having an accent similar to that of the old man, “You have found Belshezan. Come near, and tell me of everything, Ragnar, son of Eirik.”

    Ragnar stepped forward, maintaining his caution. He drew to a halt a few paces way from Belshezan.

    Ragnar spoke of all that he had experienced and witnessed, beginning with the pursuit of the shape-shifter and subsequent fight. He then told Belshezan of the pit and coming of the wights, and the urgent situation facing all within the fortress. Next, he related his encounter with Dvar and the revelation of the tunnel. He ended his account describing the trek eastward and the bite wound he had suffered while fighting the last wight.

    Standing in silence and listening to all of it with an intent expression, Belshezan did not interrupt him.

    When finished, Ragnar held out the amulet given to him by Dvar.

    “Dvar told me to show this to you,” Ragnar said.

    The fur-clad figure gazed upon the amulet for a few moments, and then brought his eyes to meet those of Ragnar.

    Within the other’s gaze, Ragnar sensed no inkling of hostility, but he recognized the confident look of a fellow warrior.

    “Dvar would not have given the amulet to you, if the situation was not perilous,” Belshezan said, in an even tone. “We have no time to waste. Your wound must be tended. Then, before we go to bring aid to the others, a ritual must be performed. Remain here, I will be back in a moment.”

    Belshezan went back into the cave, returning several moments later with a small basket made of birch bark cradled in his left arm, and a little clay jar in his right hand. To Ragnar’s eyes, the basket contained what looked to be a type of dried moss common to the area.

    “Show me where the abomination bit you,” Belshezan told Ragnar

    Ragnar pulled the sleeve of his tunic up and unwrapped the binding on the wound. A pungent aroma wafted up from the site, which now exhibited a greenish pus that oozed with the removal of the binding.

    The skin around the wound had turned a reddish color. Like the strands of a spider’s web, streaks of a similar hue radiated out from the site; the ones running up Ragnar’s arm disappearing beneath the edge of his pulled-up tunic sleeve.

    Ragnar had no desire to see how far the invasive, narrow streaks extended. The stench and pus dismayed him, telling him that the sickness had advance far.

    After taking a close look at Ragnar’s arm, Belzeshan set the basket down. Taking up a little of the moss in his left palm, he tilted the clay jar over it, sprinkling a fine powder atop.

    After setting the clay jar down, he wetted the powder and moss with a handful of snow, mixing the two in the cup of his palm.

    “Gird yourself,” Belshezan said, looking to Ragnar with a firm expression.

    Sending a searing pain throughout Ragnar’s body, Belshezan pressed the wetted moss and powder mixture into the wound. Holding it firm in place, Belshezan closed his eyes and muttered words in a tongue Ragnar did not recognize.

    Ragnar clenched his teeth and endured the fiery pain. At last, Belshezan released his hold.

    “Keep your arm up, I will need to make a new binding,” he said. “You must allow me to cut a piece of your cloak or tunic.”

    “The cloak,” Ragnar muttered, the wound throbbing. With his free hand, he reached up and unclasped the cloak, letting it fall to the ground.

    Belshezan took up the cloak. Producing a small bone-handled knife from a hide sheath at his waist, he took a few moments to cut another long strip.

    When finished, he wrapped it snug about the wound.

    “You will heal,” Belshezan said. “And it will speed the healing where the abomination’s claws stabbed into your chest.”

    “You have my gratitude,” Ragnar said.

    “You may not feel gratitude when I tell you that there is no time for rest,” Belshezan said. “You must come with me now.”

    Ragnar leaned over and picked up his cloak, fastening it again at his neck. “I did not think we would tarry.”

    Belshezan collected up the basket and jar, and then took them back into the cave. When he returned, the sorcerer led Ragnar into the forest, continuing until they reached the edge of a small clearing, not far away from the cave entrance.

    A broad array of objects, some of bone and others crafted of wood, hung down from the branches of surrounding trees. Facing inward, into the clearing, a large number of symbols had been carved into the trunks of several trees.

    “Remain here, and do not fear what you see,” Belshezan said. “I must take another form before I can summon the aid that is needed.”

    Leaving Ragnar at the perimeter, Belshezar walked slowly to the center of the clearing. Raising his arms, Belshezar leaned his head back and looked skyward, speaking a few words in a strange language before closing his eyes and appearing to fall into some kind of trance.

    Though uneasy in the presence of a sorcerer, Ragnar watched the ritual unfold in a state of fascination. Though his breathing had improved somewhat, and sweat no longer beaded and trickled down his face, lingering dizziness from the effects of his arm wound added to the surreal atmosphere.

    Belshezan then lowered himself to the ground. Remaining silent and keeping his eyes closed, he appeared to be waiting for something.

    Skin tingling all over, the air distorted more than once before Ragnar’s eyes, blurring his vision in successive waves. He sensed a gathering energy around him; though for what purpose he did not know, until Belshezan began to twist and convulse.

    Though Belshezan appeared to be enveloped in the throes of a terrible pain, Ragnar heeded the sorcerer’s admonition and stayed in place. His eyes widened when Belshezan’s skin began pulsing and contorting, accompanied by a series of cracking and popping sounds.

    On instinct, Ragnar’s hand lowered and grabbed the haft of his axe. Seeing that Belshezan was changing form, a deeper unease spread through him in moments. Leaving the axe in the loop at his belt, he kept his hand in place. He had to trust Belshezan, who had forewarned him that he would take another form, but Ragnar was not about to abandon caution.

    The fur-skins that Belshezan wore appeared to be merging with his body. His nose and jaws protruding to form a broad snout, the sorcerer’s form expanded further in bulk and height.

    Higher on Belshezan’s head, a pair of large, rounded ears rose into view and pushed upward. Limbs repositioned and thickened, with hands and feet enlarging and widening, becoming huge paws.

    When the transformation finished, a massive brown bear stood in the center of the clearing before Ragnar’s eyes. The creature was much larger than any bear that roamed Ragnar’s homelands.

    The great bear then turned his gaze toward Ragnar.

    In the bear’s eyes, Ragnar saw the same quality he had recognized in the eyes of the other sorcerer that had taken the form of the Mayak. He had to remind himself that he still looked upon Belshezan, and not a wild beast.

    The bear then reared up on its back two legs, reaching a towering height. Angling his head toward the sky, Belshezan loosed a roar that shook the forest.

    Instead of ebbing, the roar took on a deeper tone and persisted, a sound unlike any made by a bear of the natural world.

    After sustaining the unusual roar for several moments, the bear fell into silence. Dropping down, the bear returned his bulk upon all four of his legs. Belshezan remained in place, and he looked to be waiting for something.

    Far in the distance, a group of howls broke out in the night. Then, coming from afar, in the opposite direction, another cluster of howls erupted.

    The wolfish chorus was then followed by a staggered cascade of lone roars; a few of them sounding akin to bears, and others unfamiliar to Ragnar’s ears.

    Captivated at the extraordinary development, Ragnar could only wonder at what was taking place. More howls and roars broke out all over the woodlands, several of them sounding faint, coming from even farther away.

    Belshezan then looked to Ragnar again and gave a low growl. Ambling forward, the bear started for the side of the clearing opposite from where Ragnar stood. After a few strides, the bear looked back and growled at Ragnar once more.

    Understanding what Belshezan wanted, Ragnar followed after as the bear resumed walking. He kept a little distance between himself and the bear, but had no trouble keeping up with the massive creature.

    The sorcerer’s treatment worked fast upon Ragnar’s bite wound. The dizziness and increased body heat that had been plaguing him faded in a gradual manner. The area of the wound ceased throbbing, and then settled into a dull ache.

    Heading west, Ragnar set his mind to a long night march that he knew would culminate in the besieged fortress.

    

    ***

    

    Night had long since fallen and weariness tugged with insistence at Ragnar’s limbs when the bear departed from their course along the lower ground running through a series of hills. The telltale shrieks and cries of wights had been carrying along the night winds for some while, and Ragnar knew they had drawn close to the fortress.

    Holding his axe in hand as a precaution, Ragnar could only hope that the bear did not lead them right into a mass of the vile things.

    Following the great bear and trudging up the slope of a small hill, Ragnar soon found himself looking out over the fortress from the north. Standing a few paces to his right, Belshezan gazed downward.

    Sparse flurries enabled Ragnar to see everything well enough.

    Sentries patrolled the wall-walk, all around the perimeter, and several fires burned in the open among the huts and roofed storage pits within the fortress interior. Ragnar took a little relief from the sight of the fortress still being warded and in good order.

    Ragnar could see the shadowy forms of wights moving among the trees all around the stronghold. A cursory appraisal of their numbers told him that far more of the things were out there than he had first thought, or else more had come since he had left to find Belshezan.

    Doubting the latter, Ragnar found it most likely that the cavern under the barrows had emptied out when the wights had been set free. The presence of so many more than he had first estimated reinforced the absolute necessity of Ragnar’s mission to find the sorcerer.

    Belshezan then padded forward. Taking his axe out, Ragnar took a step and began to follow after him, when the bear turned and stomped his front paws hard upon the ground. A rumbling growl coming from the depths of his throat, the bear fixed his gaze upon Ragnar.

    Glaring at Belshezan, Ragnar said in a firm voice, “I do not avoid battles. Do not stop me from going.”

    Even harder than before, the huge bear hammered his front paws against the ground. Locking eyes with Ragnar, Belshezan roared, swinging his great head back and forth.

    Comprehending the bear’s gesture, and deciding to trust the sorcerer, Ragnar nodded. Sliding Raven Caller back into the loop at his belt, he took a step back. The bear grunted, and made an exaggerated nod in response, before turning away from Ragnar.

    Keeping to the top of the rise, Ragnar watched as the bear trundled down the slope, heading toward the fortress.

    About midway down, the bear slowed to a halt. Rearing up, Belshezan loosed another sustained roar of the type Ragnar had heard much earlier that night, back in the clearing near to the sorcerer’s cave. The sonorous call reverberated off the hills and carried into the far reaches of the night.

    When finished with the extended roar, the bear took to four legs again and resumed his downward path.

    Ragnar could see an outburst of movement within the fortress in reaction to the thunderous outcry. Sentries on the wall-walk looked in the direction of the hill Ragnar stood upon, while others from within flocked to the wall along the northern side.

    The wights outside the rampart also responded to the bear’s roar, with many of the things starting at once for the base of the hill. Striding fast through the trees, they converged from all over into a broad mass flowing north.

    Their shrill cries, shrieks and wails carrying up the slope to Ragnar, he readied to take up his axe when they got past Belshezan..

    The bear continued lumbering downhill, showing no sign of concern at the approach of so many wights. Ragnar knew the bear could see the pale-skinned fiends. Seeing no possible way that Belshezan could face such large numbers of the fell creatures, he wondered at the sorcerer’s purpose.

    Ragnar did not have long to wait.

    Another cacophony broke out and filled the night. Entirely different from the ghastly chorus heralding the oncoming horde of wights, nothing unnatural dwelled within the sounds erupting all around Ragnar; howls in abundance, accompanied by a rising number of roars.

    From all directions, sleek forms raced through the trees in great numbers, many of them with coats of a tawny hue, others more gray in appearance, and a few either black or white. Their emergence preceded a substantial number of much bigger, dark shapes, whose powerful bounds threw up tufts of snow.

    Here and there, large, more elongated white shapes propelled fast across the snow upon massive paws. Outpacing the others, a couple of them reached the forefront of the newcomers by the time they closed in upon the wights ringing the fortress.

    Ragnar found it hard to believe what he was seeing, but he could not deny the astonishing sight before his eyes; a host of wolves, bears, and snow tigers, running together as a single, combined force.

    Ragnar’s eyes widened moments later, recognizing a few brawny creatures with a unique appearance that he identified at once. Exhibiting pronounced, sabre-like fangs, the huge, muscular cats charged across the ground, adding their number to the incoming throngs of predators,

    A fair number of smaller shapes then joined with the burgeoning multitude. Ragnar realized from their distinctive gait that they were wolverines. Though not as large as the others, the creatures possessed great ferocity rivaling the most formidable of the other predators.

    The last to arrive in the attacking horde surprised Ragnar the most. Broad of body and set lower to the ground, displaying elements of both wolverines and large hunting cats, at least two Mayaks could be seen among the growing multitude of predators.

    Hastening from all over, the rightful denizens of the forest had the wights encircled, trapped against the ditch and rampart of the stronghold. The mass of wights striding toward Belshezan came to a halt, just before the two sides collided.

    A battle like no other Ragnar had ever witnessed commenced.

    Fangs and claws tore into the bodies of the wights.

    Wolves worked in tandem to bring many entities to the ground, where groups of them ripped the things apart in a savage frenzy.

    Using their huge claws, bears mauled several of the ghoulish figures. Ragnar witnessed more than one wight’s head go flying, batted off its body by a single, powerful swipe. The ursine assailants wielded their massive jaws to devastating effect, tearing limbs off some wights and decapitating others.

    Adding to the growing carnage, Mayaks, snow tigers, wolverines, and sabre-toothed cats leaped onto wights everywhere Ragnar looked, clawing and sinking their fangs deep.

    Using their own lengthy talons and crushing bites, the wights fought back against their attackers. Whether eviscerated, mutilated, or having their throats ripped open, many of the forest predators fell during the ferocious struggle.

    The sprawling melee around the fortress soon reached a crescendo, the cries of beasts and wights swelling to a peak.

    Ragnar could then see the fighting tilting fast in the favor of the forest and mountain predators. Their numbers diminishing with every passing moment, more and more of the wights succumbed to the relentless onslaught.

    The woodland beasts rushed to the assistance of each other, wherever one of them found themselves in peril from wights.

    Ragnar observed a Mayak come to the aid of a hard-pressed wolf, the latter snapping its jaws at a pair of wights poised to attack it from two sides. Slamming into one of the wights from the side, the Mayak engulfed the thing and tore into it, while the wolf lunged at the other, clamping its jaws about the wight’s extended neck. Moments later, the Mayak and wolf bounded away to seek out other opponents, leaving two headless corpses lying in the snow behind.

    Not long after, Ragnar witnessed a snow tiger race in to help a brown bear under assault from three wights at once. Barreling into two of the wights, the snow tiger broke the entrapment of the bear. The snow tiger and bear then assailed the wights, shredding the things apart in quick fashion.

    The cooperation astounded Ragnar. It seemed as if all enmity between the wild predators had been put aside for a common cause; to rid their lands of wicked entities that belonged in the realms of death.

    Ragnar then understood why Belshezan had reacted so forcibly when he had tried to follow the bear down the slope. Everything on two legs among the trees stood as an enemy in the eyes of the bestial attackers. In the speed and confusion of a swirling, frenzied battle, the sorcerer did not wish for Ragnar to find himself beset by both animal and wight.

    Whittling down in number, the wights made no effort to flee the battle. Fighting against their attackers to the last, they continued lashing out with their bites and claws until the air no longer carried even one of their otherworldly cries.

    A deep hush fell across the fortress and woodlands.

    Corpses of those that had fallen littered the forest all around the human stronghold. Ragnar remained in place for a little while, watching the beasts congregating in a great mass a short distance beyond the gates of the fortress.

    A lone figure stood before the predators, a great bear Ragnar suspected to be Belshezan, the one who had summoned all of them to come together in defense of the lands they hunted.

    When all of the surviving predators had gathered into a single, sprawling multitude, the bear walked forward, the others parting to allow him passage through their midst. Once through, Belshezan led the beasts onward in one great horde, heading eastward.

    Wolves walked alongside bears, wolverine and Mayak padded forth side by side, and sabre-tooth cats strode shoulder to shoulder with snow tigers.

    Like the battle, the massive procession was like nothing Ragnar had ever seen. In silence from atop the hill, the northern warrior gazed upon their departure, until the last of them was lost from sight.

    Ragnar then took his axe up and started forward, heading down the slope. Reaching the base of the hill, he made his way around to the front gates of the fortress. His path took him through a vast swathe of carnage from the brutal conflict.

    Keeping his axe in hand, he remained guarded, eyeing the corpses around him. Nothing moved, and the only interruption in the stillness came when Ragnar drew within sight of the ramparts. Many of the sentries atop the wall-walk called down to him in a jubilant spirit, breaking the heaviness clinging to the air.

    From atop the wall-walk, Cnut shouted to Ragnar when he finally neared the front gates. “Ragnar! It gladdens my heart to see you! Praise all the gods and goddesses!”

    “Open these gates and let me in,” Ragnar replied, smirking. “I am beyond hungry and thirsty, and there are no longer any threats out here. You better have a little meat, honey, and drink in there, or I will ransack this fortress by myself!”

    “We still have all three, and none would dare prohibit you from having as much as you want!” Cnut said, his words cheered by many of those around him.

    “Keep that thought in mind when I am filling my belly and going through cups,” Ragnar called back, chuckling.

    “We owe our lives to you,” Cnut shouted back.

    “You owe your lives to yourselves,” Ragnar said. “You kept your discipline and held this fortress.”

    “The beasts? Was that of your making?” Cnut asked, as Ragnar reached the gates, now creaking open.

    “Yes, they were, and there is much to tell,” Ragnar answered, evoking looks of amazement on Cnut and all those standing on the wall-walk, watching him pass through the entrance.

    Just inside the gates, among the throng milling about, a familiar figure smiled in greeting at him. Ragnar paused before the old man.

    “You have returned,” Dvar stated. “And you found him.”

    Ragnar grinned. “Not what I expected him to be.”

    Reaching inside his cloak, Ragnar took out the amulet Dvar had given him. He handed it over to the old man.

    “I am alive enough to say I am able to return this to you,” Ragnar said. “I have no need of it.”

    The old man cradled the amulet in his wrinkled hands, looking upon it with a fond expression. He looked back to Ragnar.

    “Thank you, this brings good memories to me in the winter of my life,” Dvar said with a genuine air of gratitude.

    “Perhaps a story to tell me over many cups of that drink made of rye so loved around here,” Ragnar said, giving the old man a wink.

    “Ah yes ... kvas is good … very good,” Dvar replied, smiling and laughing.

    Extending his right arm, Ragnar patted the old man on the shoulder and continued past him. “We will speak later. It is time for me to indulge in a little food, drink, and rest.”

    “Food, drink, and rest that is more than earned, Ragnar,” Dvar replied, lowering his head in a bow to the striding warrior.

    

    ***

    

    Before taking to rest inside one of the huts, Ragnar met with Jarl Thryggvi and told him of everything that had happened. The old jarl listened to the tale with a spellbound expression.

    A couple of women hurried to fashion a meal for Ragnar, consisting of salted fish, a rather filling mushroom soup, honey, and a large quantity of berries and hazelnuts. Famished, Ragnar ate to his fill, drinking the fare down with several cups of kvas

    Adding weight to the fatigue bearing down upon him, the drink relaxed him further.

    When finished eating, Ragnar returned to the hut where he had been sleeping. Piling up a few skins in the corner of the rectangular hut, Ragnar shed his cloak, boots, and main tunic. Setting Raven Caller by his side, he then lay down.

    Little time passed before Ragnar eased into the refuge of a much-needed sleep.

    

    ***

    

    When Ragnar awoke, daylight reigned.

    After donning his clothes, boots, and cloak, he proceeded outside, filing his lungs with the fresh winter air. A late-afternoon sun peeked out now and then between large, gray swathes of clouds. A few snowflakes drifted down here and there, but for the most part everything stood clear.

    Ragnar found that most all of the villagers had gone outside the fortress. Walking through the gates and looking around, he saw that a gruesome task was well underway. Every able-bodied man, woman and child worked together in the ongoing effort, helping to gather all the pieces of the wights that could be found into a great pile that was put to flame soon after.

    Nothing was left uncollected. The smallest chunk of flesh, ear, or other body part from the wicked entities was picked up from the forest floor and added to the fire. Sending thick coils of smoke skyward and emitting a flurry of hisses, sizzles and pops, the flames consumed every last bit of the corrupted flesh.

    The bodies of the villagers’ four-legged benefactors were brought to another, more formal pyre. The second pyre stood as a gesture of respect to the sorcerer who had called them, and an expression of gratitude and reverence to the wilderness creatures themselves.

    A brief inquiry of a passing villager informed Ragnar that there had been no signs of the beasts that had survived the battle, since the mass of them had headed east with Belshezan. The tidings left him with a gnawing uncertainty, and concern for the fate of the sorcerer.

    Seeing Ragnar after heaving another body of a wight into the fire, Cnut strode over to him.

    “I hope you have gained some rest,” he said.

    “Enough for now,” Ragnar replied. “What you do here is wise. And it is good that you show regard to those who saved the people here.”

    “We would deserve to have the fiends overrun us if we did not,” Cnut replied. He shook his head. “It is still hard for me to believe everything that happened last night, even if I saw it with my own eyes, from the wall-walk.”

    “There are many things in this world I find hard to believe,” Ragnar said, with a rueful chuckle. “And a great number of those things do not involve wights, sorcerers, or an army of forest beasts. We can choose to ignore our instincts, what we see with our own eyes, or what others see with theirs, but a great many things still happen, whether we believe in them or not.”

    “I understand,” Cnut said, looking back to Ragnar with a somber expression. “And I do know what I saw last night.”

    “Has it been decided how long everyone will remain in the fortress?” Ragnar asked. “The villages are no longer under threat.”

    “We will stay one more night in the fortress, just to be careful,” Cnut said. “Then we will return to our villages and homes. Everyone is filled with relief. The food here would not have lasted for much longer.”

    “The forests are yours to hunt and fish again,” Ragnar said.

    “We have sent some groups of hunters out, and some others lower lines through the ice, not far from here,” Cnut said. “There is a chance we shall all eat better tonight.”

    Ragnar smiled. “Let us hope their hunts and fishing meet with great success.”

    “Thank you again, Ragnar, for what you did,” Cnut said. “You have the gratitude of all of us. I promise you, the tales of Ragnar Storrmbinger shall be told in these lands for ages to come.”

    Ragnar nodded, though in his heart he derived no particular thrill from the promise of tales told in future ages. When he no longer drew breath in the world, Ragnar could derive no joy from anything spoken about him in future ages.

    His actions had made certain that his own life and path would proceed, into an unknowable future. Once again, Ragnar had been measured, and been judged up to the task, but that did not mean he could become lax or overconfident. An even greater challenge could loom on the near horizon.

    The only thing Ragnar could be certain of was that he was determined to meet any challenge with a raging fire in his heart and Raven Caller in his hands.

    

    ***

    

    When the winter drew toward an end at last, and the promise of spring loomed near, Ragnar set out from Jarl Thryggvi’s settlement. Resuming his journey to lands far to the south, he carried only the most essential of items in the pouches at his belt.

    Taking a different path at first, Ragnar headed west. After coming across a familiar stream, now flowing with sparkling, clear waters, he turned north, finding his way once more to the cave dwelling of the woodland sorcerer who had aided the villagers.

    An answer awaited him, to a question that had lingered ever since the villagers had returned to their homes.

    As had occurred upon their first meeting, a man covered in thick furs emerged from the cave opening at Ragnar’s approach. This time, a welcoming smile rested upon Belshezan’s face.

    The sight flooded Ragnar with relief. The last time that he had seen Belshezan, he had been in the form of a bear leading a teeming horde of feral predators farther east. Predators had returned to hunt in the forests, but there had been no sign of the sorcerer.

    Ragnar had undertaken two jaunts to the cave, finding no one there, and the visit he now made stood as his last chance to learn whether Belshezan had survived the ordeal with the wights.

    “You look relieved to see me alive,” Belshezan greeted him.

    “I cannot deny that,” Ragnar said, grinning back at the sorcerer. “I made two journeys here since we last parted, and I did not find you here.”

    “I have had to attend to many things,” Belshezan replied, offering no more in the way of explanation.

    “I never got the chance to thank you, Belshezan,” Ragnar said. “You left before I could get down the hill.”

    “We could not spare a moment. I had to make certain nothing was left under the barrows,” Belshezan said. “I looked into other matters and then returned here, after all had been done. I have little interest in the affairs of villages and settlements. I am content to live here, the way I wish.”

    “I can understand that,” Ragnar said, chuckling. “One day I may seek such a place to live myself.”

    “What else brings you here?” Belshezan asked, a curious look to his eyes.

    “Perhaps it is just to set my eyes on you, and see that you came to no harm, before I leave these lands behind,” Ragnar said. Though a smile remained on his face, the words held no exaggeration.

    A glint of amusement reflected in the sorcerer’s eyes.

    “I must say, a lot of time has passed since anyone had concern over my well-being,” Belshezan replied, rumbling with laughter.

    “Call it honoring a fellow warrior and ally, who came to my aid in a great hour of need,” Ragnar said.

    “I could say that you came to my aid,” Belshezan replied, the levity fading from his tone and face.

    “How would that be so?” Ragnar asked, puzzled at the response.

    “The sorcerer you killed ... the shape shifting one who summoned the wights ... was my brother,” Belshezan stated.

    “Your brother?” Ragnar asked.

    Taking the revelation in, Ragnar found that he was not as surprised as he thought he would have been.

    Memories of eyes looking back at him, one involving the gaze of a Mayak, and the other the gaze of a great, brown bear, passed through his mind. He recalled the strange, distinct nature of the two creatures’ eyes.

    Neither human nor bestial, but rather a blending of both, the eyes testified to a bond shared between the two creatures. Both sorcerers able to shift their shapes, the words of Belshezan made perfect sense.

    “A brother who chose another path and vanished long ago ... to pursue that darker path in the frigid haunts of the far, far north, where powers ancient and wicked thrive in wastelands devoid of living beings,” Belshezan continued, with an air of regret. “Those barrows west of the fortress contained a great concentration of dark energies that many others have sought to harness.

    “Not long ago, I sensed my brother had returned, and now all is clear to me. The barrows offered a source of dark power irresistible to him ... and behind them something got its tendrils into him ... to manipulate him for another purpose. Such is the path when one turns to darkness. Seeking to become a master, one becomes a slave.

    “I knew he would seek to invoke the things that can be drawn from the depths of the world ... things that should never walk in the light of day or under the stars at night. It is good that you reached me when you did. Though my brother died, he had unleashed a terrible power that would have grown fast if it had not been stopped.”

    “Is there still any threat from the barrows?” Ragnar queried, his curiosity piqued further.

    “The grounds where the barrows are found have been searched,” the sorcerer replied. “What had been in them was emptied out, when the wights came forth, and any darkness lingering there has been cleansed.”

    “Is it certain that this darkness cannot return?” Ragnar asked.

    “Who truly knows what will happen today, or much less tomorrow?” Belshezan responded. “Why worry about what might come? Decide to act, when something happens. It is all we can do in this world.”

    In full agreement with the sorcerer’s perspective, Ragnar grinned. “It would seem you and I hold a few things in common.”

    “I see that as well,” Belshezan said, with another smile. “And if you are ever in these lands again, know that you will always have an ally in me.”

    Giving a short bow of his head, Ragnar replied, “Know that you will always have an ally in me, as well.”

    Ragnar looked up to the sun, still climbing from its morning rise. A full day’s march remained, and he could not delay his journey any longer.

    “The day waits for no one and I must go onward,” Ragnar said, looking back to the sorcerer. “But I will leave with more ease of mind, after coming here.”

    “May your travels bring you to a place where your spirit shines brightest, warrior” Belshezan declared.

    “May your journey bring you to such a place as well,” Ragnar replied, his grin growing broader.

    Turning, Ragnar strode away from the sorcerer and the cave entrance, heading for the south and even greater challenges on the horizon.
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