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			Dedication

			To the One Who shows us a path home when we find ourselves lost in unfamiliar places on the journey.

			To my mother and father, who always showed me what it means to take a stand for the ones you care about. 

			To my beloved Holly, whose fighting spirit does not waver in a righteous cause.

			To my sister, who has shown resilience and endurance in facing the battles of life.

		

	
		
			Altar of Gods

			“Give me the worst of a northern winter over this oppressive, hell-spawned heat,” Freyyar muttered.  Soaked in sweat, the brawny warrior breathed heavily, leaning against a tree.

			“Watch where you rest yourself,” Ragnar warned him.  “These forests are full of unwelcome things.”

			“You cannot guess at anything in this infernal place,” another warrior named Magnolf said, an exasperated look upon his face.

			Ragnar shook his head.  “To guess wrong is death.”

			Images of one of his fellow warriors clutching at his stomach in agony passed through Ragnar mind.  Dead before night had fallen, the man had eaten just a little of what looked to all eyes to be a luscious fruit.  In his hunger, the man had gotten careless, and he had paid a terrible price. 

			To Ragnar’s eyes, it seemed as if death lurked beneath every leaf, within every hole or crevice, and under the surface of every body of water within the strange land.  From bizarre, lethal plants to giant insects, the land the stranded warriors traveled through held a multitude of threats.  

			Pursued by tribal war parties, lost in a hostile wilderness with less than seventy-five fellow survivors from the north, Ragnar did not dwell on their chances for survival.  To do so would be to burden his spirit; right when he needed every last bit of inner strength. 

			Yet he could not evade the truth.  Even if they somehow escaped their pursuers and made it out of the dense forests, a return to their homelands looked impossible. 

			Their well-built northern vessels had held together during the storm that had carried them so far off course.  Another storm, following a seemingly endless trial on the open seas, had been far too much for the fleet of long ships. 

			Dashing them against rocks in shallows, the last storm had shattered the sleek vessels apart.  Many warriors were lost to sea and drowned in the aftermath, save for a small number hardy enough to reach the shore.  

			Everything that could be salvaged along the shoreline the following day had been gathered up, and every significant portion of ship wreckage was searched through for weapons, foodstuffs, and other materials.   

			Ragnar had been counted among those who emerged from the seas with their lives.  Somehow, during the chaotic tumult he had also managed to retain his great war axe, Raven Caller.  

			The weapon had since demonstrated a thirst for the blood of the area’s native inhabitants, who had shown nothing but hostility to the shipwrecked northerners.  No less than two small war bands had skirmished with the band of survivors so far.   

			The attacking warriors’ unfamiliar weapons and attire, painted faces, pierced lips and noses, distended ear lobes, and distinctive hair arrangements made it clear that the northerners faced an enemy unlike any they had before.  Even stranger, the fighting showed that the enemy warriors were more interested in taking prisoners than killing the foreigners outright.

			The realization left a great mystery in its wake as to what the native warriors did with a captive.  Ragnar imagined the discovery of the answer would prove to be an extremely unpleasant experience, and he intended to take the life of any warrior seeking to make him a prisoner.   

			A faint rustling drew Ragnar’s attention toward the ground.  Emerging from some foliage, a huge, thick-bodied spider covered in vivid blue hairs stalked across the forest floor.  Passing right in front of Ragnar, the creature paid him no heed and disappeared back into the damp undergrowth. 

			“I thought you might have stomped that ugly thing into the ground,” remarked Magnolf.

			“We are not its prey, and it is far more accepting of our presence here than the humans who dwell in this miserable land,” Ragnar told the tall, dark-haired warrior.   

			“Those I would like to stomp into the ground,” Magnolf replied.  Whether conscious of the action or not, he ran his right hand over a torn strip of cloth wrapped about a section of his arm, where he had suffered an extended gash at the hands of enemy warriors.

			The sight reminded him of the different nature of their enemy’s weapons.  They did not use honed iron, or any other metal, in the making of them.  Instead, they made extensive use of a black type of stone that could be fashioned into edges having a hellish sharpness to them. 

			Before Ragnar could respond to the warrior, an urgent cry rang out through the trees.  

			On his feet in an instant, Ragnar kept a firm grip on his axe and bounded in the direction of the outcry.   After hurdling over a fallen tree trunk, he set his eyes upon a couple of his comrades, kneeling on the ground ahead.  

			Leaning over, they looked to be pulling hard at something beneath them. 

			A muffled cry sounded, and Ragnar realized that it had come from underneath whatever the two men were yanking at.  

			“Grenna is in there!” the warrior on the right shouted, his words tumbling out fast in an air of panic.  “This has shut tight over him!  It is a plant, but of a tough substance!  I cannot get it open!” 

			“Not too tough for this,” Ragnar declared, with a growling edge to his voice.  Shortening his grip on Raven Caller, he told the men before him, “Back away!  Now! Give me space!”

			At once the other two ceased in their feverish efforts and made way for their huge comrade.

			Using his right hand, Ragnar swung the axe and cleaved through the back edge of the oblong shape.  Well-honed iron sliced through the plant growth, cutting the top free in an instant.  

			Reaching down with his left hand, Ragnar took hold of the near edge and pulled the top away, exposing a big cavity beneath.  Within the pit, Grenna reached upward, treading some kind of liquid.  

			“It burns!” Grenna called out, his face brimming with terror.  “The sides! They are slick!  There is nothing to grab onto!  Get me out of here, Ragnar!”

			True to Grenna’s word, the sides of the bulbous space had a smooth, glistening surface all throughout.  A trap for prey of flesh and blood, the carnivorous growth had rendered Grenna helpless.  

			“Grab onto the haft,” Ragnar instructed Grenna while changing the grip on his axe.  He extended the lower part of the haft toward the trapped man. 

			Reaching upward, Grenna grabbed tight onto the lower end of the haft.  Using both of his arms and stepping back, making use of his powerful legs, Ragnar hauled Grenna out of the pit.

			Once free of the cavity, Grenna loosed his grip on the haft and collapsed in a heap to the forest floor.  

			Looking closer at Grenna, Ragnar eyed the reddish hue that covered the warrior’s skin.  He glanced back to the opening in the ground, large enough to swallow up a man or large animal. 

			“Today, you are a fortunate man, Grenna,” Ragnar stated.  

			“How?” Grenna asked, looking up to Ragnar with a confused look on his face.  He winced.  “I am burning all over.  My head, my neck, my arms!”

			“Find water, get it off,” Ragnar said.

			“Get what off?” Grenna asked.  “What is happening to me?”

			“You were being eaten by that plant,” Ragnar told him, coming to a full understanding of what had just happened.  “You would not have been able to climb out with the smooth, slick sides.  You would have tired and sank into the plant’s juices.  In time they would have consumed you, like food in our bellies.”

			“I thought it was water.  It smelled so sweet too.  I did not realize how deep that plant went!” Grenna said, his eyes still wide with fear.  “I leaned over to get a drink, and that top closed fast, knocking me inside.” 

			“It is good that we learned of this kind of plant,” Ragnar said.

			“What other horrors lurk in this accursed forest?” Grenna said.

			“We must be wary, at all times,” Ragnar told him.  “Now go … and get those juices off you.”

			Ragnar looked up at the two men who had been trying to save him. 

			“Go with Grenna to the stream near us, and keep a watch over him,” Ragnar said.  “As you have seen, this place is full of dangers.” 

			The two helped Grenna to his feet and led him off to find the stream near to their place that served as a temporary encampment.  A host of thoughts weighing upon his mind, Ragnar turned and strode back in the direction he had come from. 

			***

			Night had fallen and a variety of unfamiliar sounds swelled from within the forest depths surrounding them.  The strange noises served as a constant reminder to Ragnar of their ultimate predicament; being stranded in an unknown land with no solid idea of a route of return to their homeland.   

			“What we have seen is much like Gardar described,” Ragnar said, eyeing Ursalka and Magnolf.  Both sat to his right, near the
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