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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
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