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      By midafternoon, he had come to the border of the mound of seven and the three.

      A ten-foot-high rough-cut deer stone served as a gate to the sacred ground. The four sides were each twice the width of a man’s hand.

      He felt the magic of this place, but it did not concern him.

      Looking out from the top of the deer stone was a lovely carved oval face. Its smooth, feminine cheeks and slit eyes greeted visitors. Or, it warned them away.

      Under the face, an ancient artisan had carved a flowing river scene of running deer and hunting warriors. The ornate shapes warped and wove into the red and gray of the living rock.

      Near the stone stood a lovely copse of ten blue-green pine trees. He could smell pine sap and wet grass. Muddy grass and snow dominated for fifty yards around the entire area.

      As with all such mounds, the perimeter ring of the consecrated site had been visibly cleared to reveal flattened gray dead earth. He could see the gap in the grass.

      As Rodion trotted over the sacred boundary etched in the land, he recognized that the cleared demarcation point had been salted to keep the land infertile. Such was the wisdom of the ancients. The salt also drove off evil spirits.

      In the gray winter light, the green steppe razor grass stood out boldly amid blackened patches of stark white snow that refused to melt. Spring had not yet fully asserted her domain over this region.

      His black-haired mount stood on trembling legs, as much from the cold as the smell of the wolves loping on the faraway hillside.

      Rodion patted his charger on its heavy neck and made soothing sounds.

      “Easy, Talos, easy boy. They’re not here for you. Not while I live.”

      A leather case of perfectly round golden coins jingled once in his right saddle bag. A reminder of his purpose. It was only a handful of coins. Finishing this task would triple its weight.

      The words of the Luora Headman rang like echoes amid the silence of this Taiga clearing.

      “Lay the talisman at the base of the sacred gate. Stay no more than a quarter hour. Use the spring to know your time.”

      Rodion felt for the leather lanyard around his neck. He had tucked it under his bear skin coat and threaded it through an eyelet of his heavy, brushed-wool shirt.

      At the end of the thong, he felt the small polished wooden cylinder. Within lay an oiled spring, awaiting release under immense tension.

      When he released the pin, the spring would begin to gradually uncoil, forcing itself against the wooden container. When the cylinder burst, his time was up. It marked just over twelve minutes. Unless the Headman was a liar.

      The limit gave no margin for error.

      Dismounting smoothly so that his leather boot touched the wet grass and mud without a sound, Rodion checked his belt for his dagger and assured his long sword was tight in its sheath.

      From within a deep pocket in his bear skin coat, he pulled out a small statue of the father God of the men of Luora. A wild-haired figurine with obscene musculature and eldritch tentacles radiating in bizarre proportions from its face and neck.

      Rodion laid the little statue at the base of the deer stone. Happy to have the vile thing away from his body.

      The deer stone smelled acutely of fresh, green moss and the dark, fecund mud where it penetrated the earth.

      When he reverently kissed the flattened stone, he bowed his head one time and no more. It smelled of wet campfire rocks and tasted of salt.

      He had little time to rob this gravesite. The sun was falling low.

      Rodion led his mount to the ceremonial copse of trees and tied Talos to a narrow sapling.

      From the distant looming hills came the cry of the wolf pack. They called to each other across the gray and black shadowed valley.

      A chilling wind cut through the sacred mound’s clearing just then. Majestic pines in the distance swayed deep green and shadowed, undulating and whispering in the winds like beckoning courtesans.

      Rodion felt winter’s fading grip reach right through his heavy coat. The cold always wanted one last life to take.

      From his right-side saddle bag, Rodion grabbed his flint, torch, and tinder rolled kit. He shoved it down into his coat pocket.

      As he prowled for the entrance, he recalled something he’d learned at a tavern one day after far too many drinks. Such prattle was the way of pickpockets and night prowling thieves.

      It was rumored that a burial mound always had its entrance on the east side. The priests of old knew a spirit wanted to greet the dawn in gratitude every day.

      Rodion hoped his spirit was up before the sun, ready to battle in Valhalla. He needed no such priestly concerns for his remains.

      With disregard for any other formality, Rodion moved quickly. He trotted along the eastern side of the jutting mound. Much of the winter’s long snowfall was now down to thin patches. Grass and mud showed in clumps on the steep slopes of the holy site.

      Finding the entrance was not difficult because it had been dug out and plundered by someone else long ago. He was not the first thief to come here, but he had hoped.

      The deep cut slit of the entrance had been piled high with stones. An open gash in those very rocks looked like a well. A place that slaked only the thirst of ghosts.

      Thick ice filled the shaft of the opening. Drawing his dagger, Rodion started to chip away at the ice. As he banged the tip of his stout blade, shards and chunks of ice flew up in his face. He noticed something shining under the ice. Just a moment, then it was gone.

      He heard the faint chorus of the wolves calling over the hills. They were far away by the sound. Yet he felt their eyes upon him as if they nipped at his boots.

      Nothing could be living below him. And spirits could not harm men. He knew the truth of Sorcerous superstitions.

      This was a place built for the honored dead. Life had been taken in sacrifice to build this place. It was a center of dark powers. He could not have cared less. Lack of coin brought more fear than ghostly virgins.

      Rodion knew the tradition and laws. Seven magnificent chargers, accompanied by three unfortunate virgins, were sealed inside the tomb along with the remains of the cremated Chieftain. Their souls were his wealth in the world after.

      He hacked faster with his knife. According to the old Headman, that quarter hour was no jest. To be here longer was to summon doom.

      Above came the call of a golden eagle. Shrill and sharp, the voice from the beak formed his name and spat it across the pale skies.

      “Rodion, leave and live.”

      He shook his head and gained his feet. How was such a thing possible?

      Fear of the supernatural realm arose within him. But the need for pay and the dread of starving pushed it down.

      That voice, it had been a vision driven by his excitement.

      This holiest of unholy places was a pit of sorcerous deeds and fierce tribal magic. He’d been hired to do a job. Magic and
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