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			Dedication

			To the One Who will wipe all tears away.

			To my mother and father, who set an enduring example of empathy for those who have suffered in this world.

			To my beloved Holly, who has demonstrated many times in her life the ability to move forward again after times of darkness. 

			To my sister, for not giving in to the darkness that brings tears in its wake.

		

	
		
			Tears in the Snow

			Shadows deepened across the huddled cluster of timber structures marking the center of an expanse of cleared ground.  All along the western horizon, the last shreds of daylight clung to the edge of the world.  

			Soon, those remnants of the sun’s fading light would slip away, and night would take full dominion over the skies. 

			A vast sea of woodlands engulfed the large northern homestead; a lone, defiant anomaly resisting a looming, dark wilderness.

			In the far distance, a single howl soared into the skies.  

			Piercing the tense silence, the lupine cry drew a gasp from one of the women standing to the left of Ragnar Stormbringer.  

			Turning his head toward the wolf howl and gazing north, Ragnar’s eyes narrowed for a few moments.  After the long cry ebbed into silence, he looked over to the man at his right side.  

			“Attacking homesteads in large numbers?” he asked the stout figure, a warrior named Hartha, upon whose land Ragnar now stood. 

			“All throughout Jarl Menoki’s land,” Hartha replied, a worrisome look etched into his weathered face.  “Broad daylight.  Night.  Dawn.  Dusk.  It does not matter. The ravenous curs have killed at all times of the day.  

			“They have descended upon entire homesteads.  Those on the outer areas of the jarl’s territory have been the sites of bloodbaths.  The wolf hordes encroach closer and closer, striking at homesteads nearer the jarl’s own settlement.  They have now reached us.  It is like they follow a plan.  “

			Finding the idea strange, at the least, Ragnar held Hartha’s gaze and raised an eyebrow.  “A plan?”

			“Maybe of the monster that leads them,” a young man standing close to the right of Hartha burst out, his voice ringing with anxiety. 

			Hartha rounded on the young man. “Svaras! Be silent! We do not need your counsel now!”

			“But surely, Ragnar has heard of this already ... if the jarl has called for him to come and bring other warriors to help us,” Svaras replied, gaining a little more steadiness in his tone.  Asserting himself, the young man took on more of his father’s look.   

			“The lad speaks rightly.  I have heard of this creature on my journey here,” Ragnar stated, before Hartha had a chance to reply.  “A great wolf that walks on two legs.  Is that the one you speak of?”

			“It is no wolf, it is a demon!” another of the women gathered near exclaimed.  

			“Who knows what it is,” Hartha stated with a curt edge.  “But whatever pit of the abyss that it has crawled from, the beast has torn several great warriors apart, limb from limb.”

			“I have heard stories of a race of such creatures, who live among the barbarian tribes in the lands farther to the south of here,” Ragnar said.  “Could it be one of them?”  

			“Could be a stray of that kind,” Thorsalla remarked, reaching up and pulling a thick lock of her long, wavy, red hair back, from where it had fallen over her right eye.  “Or it could be a wolf-skin.”

			A grim look on his face, Ragnar met her eyes. Few warriors among the northern people gained the knowledge and mastery of magical arts that allowed them to shift their form and take the shape of the creature that they wore the skin of.  

			Channeling a force savage and primal, a single bear-skin or wolf-skin had turned the course of entire battles for those they served.  Rare and reclusive, the fanatical, renowned warriors always served a jarl or king. 

			“I have heard of no wolf-skins, or bear-skins, in service to any jarl in this region,” Ragnar told her.  “I know that no such warrior serves the Jarl Menoki.”

			Hartha shook his head.  “There are none who are known to us either.”

			Another rising howl broke the night.  Having a different tone than the first, it came from somewhere to the north and west.  

			Ragnar looked around at the fear reflected in the faces of those who lived at the homestead.  Their terror had justification, when it looked as if the entire forest had them hemmed in on all sides and under siege.   

			“It is like they taunt us,” Hartha said.  “They wait ... patient ... gazing from the forest.  I have gone out and seen their eyes at all times of the night.”

			“It is now too dangerous to hunt,” Svaras added.  “We have lost one thrall, and one of our family’s own blood to the wolves.”

			“While you and your warriors are here, it is best to stay together and carry weapons wherever you go,” Hartha said.  “It astounds me that you even reached us here.”

			“Maybe the gazes of the wolves have been turned toward the homesteads, and they were not looking for a group to be coming into this land from another direction,” Thorsalla said.

			Hartha nodded.  “None have dared to venture forth from Geinfir, for a long while, except for your warriors.”

			Ragnar thought of the small riverside trading town with its high palisades, where his band of warriors had disembarked.  Everyone there had admonished him not to seek the jarl’s lands, but he had set out nonetheless, following the jarl’s instructions and making haste directly for his settlement. 

			No sign of the wolf hordes had been encountered until Ragnar’s band had almost reached Hartha’s homestead, which the warriors had espied from the top of a rise while making their way west.  A widespread outburst of howls, a few of them sounding from close proximity, had spurred Ragnar, Thorsalla, and the others to hurry across the remaining distance to the homestead.  

			There, he had met Hartha, and learned much more about the menace stalking the woodlands.  

			Ragnar nodded to Hartha.  “We will do what we can to rid you of this plague that you have been enduring.  But my warriors have traveled far today, and they have done so at a pace that has asked much of them.  It is best that they all get some rest before we go hunting wolves.”

			“A hunt that I and others here will join you on,” Hartha replied with an air of conviction.  

			Seeing the hard resolve ensconced in the man’s eyes, Ragnar knew him to be the type of fighter who would not abandon his fellow warriors, even when facing something he greatly feared.  Ragnar knew that they would need every man like Hartha if the tales of the wolves’ numbers had not been exaggerated. 

			“I welcome that, as we do not know these woods as you do,” Ragnar replied. 

			“Then we will take leave of you and your warriors for this night,” Hartha said.  “I wish all of you a good rest.” 

			Ascending into the night air from the south, another howl sounded.

			“Though it would be better if the curs would cease their yowling,” Hartha added, looking irritated.

			“We will get rest, no matter what blather the beasts make ... do not worry yourself,” Ragnar assured the homestead’s leader.

			“We are grateful that you have come to us, during this time of darkness, Stormbringer,” Hartha said, reaching up and giving Ragnar a firm pat on the shoulder.  “Until tomorrow, then.” 

			Hartha and the other members of his household then dispersed.  Returning to their dwellings, they left Ragnar with Thorsalla and the other fifteen warriors of their mercenary band. 

			“Go, and settle in for the night,” Ragnar said, when the warriors of his own group were alone with him.  “You have pressed yourselves hard enough.  We have all been given a place under Hartha’s roof, and tomorrow will come swiftly enough.”

			“We can begin to collect a stack of wolf pelts to go alongside the silver the jarl has promised,” a dark-haired, tall warrior named Lokken boasted, grinning.  

			“Maybe get enough of them to trade for more silver ... and still have enough to make warm, new cloaks,” a burly, round-faced warrior with a forked beard named Talkas said, to approving nods and smiles from the others.

			“I am sure there will be enough to go around, even if the stories of what has been happening here are much bigger than the reality,” Ragnar responded.  “Now go, all of you.  I wish to be alone, for a little while longer, before I turn in.”

			Most of the other warriors broke away, heading together for the larger, rectangular building on the homestead that served as Hartha’s own dwelling.  One of them lingered behind. 

			“How alone?” Thorsalla asked Ragnar, in a low voice meant for his ears alone.  A playful grin danced along her lips. 

			“Alone,” Ragnar answered her, a firm edge to his tone that left no room for misinterpretation.

			“Then I will see you later,” she replied with a gruff edge, a trace of disappointment showing in her eyes.  Pivoting about, she turned away from Ragnar and started back for Hartha’s home. 

			Ragnar watched her walking away for a moment.   He and Thorsalla had shared many harrowing experiences together, in addition to others much more pleasurable in nature.

			Thorsalla approached everything in life with the fire of a warrior, seeking to conquer on both the battlefield and upon a mattress.  Her indomitable zeal rivaling his own, Ragnar could not help having his passions aroused whenever they undertook a journey together. 

			For now, though, carnal passions would have to be put aside.  The calm, clarity of mind needed by a warrior assessing a coming battle had to take full priority. 

			Ragnar thought about what Hartha had told him, concerning his witness of wolves gazing from the forest at all times of the night. 

			Boots crunching on the snow, he set into motion, striding through the buildings at the center of the homestead and heading for the open tract of ground on the northern side.  The biting cold casting a ghostly outline to his breaths, Ragnar put his thoughts toward the far boundary.

			Raven Caller held in his right hand, gripped mid-shaft, Ragnar eyed the continuous tree line.  The boughs of towering evergreens provided ample cover for whatever lurked within the teeming shadows beneath. 

			Coming from a longer distance, an extended howl broke out to his right.  Ragnar kept his eyes fixed forward and continued walking.  He drew to a stop about midway between the buildings of the homestead and the edge of the trees. 

			Bringing Raven Caller up and holding the single-edged axe in both hands, Ragnar took up a wide stance and stared intently at the trees.  Lifting his long, dark locks up from his broad shoulders and billowing them about, and rippling his wool cloak, the wind whistled in his ears. 

			Heart beating at a steady cadence, Ragnar harbored no anxiety.  Standing out in the open, he displayed a confident defiance of the plague menacing the homesteads on Jarl Menoki’s lands.  

			By his mere presence, alone at night in the clear ground, Ragnar dared whatever lurked in the woods to attack him.  

			Something instinctive within told Ragnar that eyes were upon him.  A part of him hoped that one of those sets of eyes belonged to the two-legged monstrosity that he had been told of, and that it understood his unspoken challenge.

			Under the gloom of a cloud-riddled sky, he waited.

			Moving out from behind a sprawling mass of clouds, a luminous, nearly full moon cast its silvered light along the facing of the boundary.  Ragnar did not have long to wait for what he had come for.   

			Tiny pairs of glints began manifesting all across the tree line, becoming slightly larger, shimmering gleams during the next few moments.  Having seen similar phenomena numerous times before, in the wilderness at night, Ragnar knew what the host of small, glimmering lights represented; bestial eyes reflecting the moonlight.

			To his estimation, no less than thirty wolves had stepped forward from the cloaking, shadowy depths of the trees and advanced to where the light from above caught their eyes.  He had no way of telling whether or
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