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			Dedication

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

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

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

		

	
		
			Burning Skies

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Vahan is an
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