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Description
 
RIDMARK ARBAN was once an honored Swordbearer. Now he is a disgraced exile, outcast and alone.
To redeem himself, he seeks the secret of the return of the Frostborn, a secret guarded by the mysterious Elder Shamans of Qazaluuskan Forest.

On the outer edges of the Qazaluuskan Forest, Ridmark finds himself caught in a battle between two dangerous foes. 
And both foes might mean his death...
 



The Ghost Halfling
Copyright 2017 by Jonathan Moeller.
Published by Azure Flame Media, LLC.
Cover image copyright © Boykung | Dreamstime.com - Emerald Photo & Konstik | Dreamstime.com

Ebook edition published January 2017.

All Rights Reserved.
This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination, or, if real, used fictitiously. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the express written permission of the author or publisher, except where permitted by law. 



The Ghost Halfling
 
The Lion Mountains drew ever closer, their gray, white-crowned mass filling the skies to the east, but Ridmark Arban did not allow himself to relax.

He had left too many enemies behind him on his journey here. 
The kobolds of the Dagger Jaws would love to take his head, to say nothing of the orcs ruled by the shaman Vhorlaskur. For that matter, he was still in the Qazaluuskan Forest, and the bone orcs who followed the blood god Qazalask were dangerous foes. They might let him pass if he encountered them, but if their cryptic omens indicated a different course of action, they would not hesitate to kill him and raise his corpse as one of their undead servants. 
Best to avoid them entirely. 
For that matter, he was entering unknown lands. Few men of Andomhaim had ever traveled to the Lion Mountains. The High King had warred against the tribes of the bone orcs in the past, but Ridmark doubted that any knight or lord of Andomhaim had ever come this far northeast in the trackless bounds of the Qazaluuskan Forest. Men of Andomhaim sometimes traveled through the pass of the Lion Mountains to trade with the manetaurs of the Range to the east, but save for that, they rarely went into the rocky expanse of the Lion Mountains.
It was possible, Ridmark supposed, that he was the first human to ever come here. 
It was also possible that any humans who had visited the Forest had been killed before they could return to speak of what they had seen.
So Ridmark did not relax his vigilance. His staff was slung across his back, secured by a leather strap, and an iron war axe that he had taken from a slain Qazaluuskan orc hung at his belt. His bow waited in his hand, an arrow ready against the string, and he could raise it and shoot at an instant’s notice. He was not the best archer, but the necessity of fending for his own food after his exile had improved his aim.
Hunger was the best teacher of all. 
Ridmark walked along the bank of a broad river that grew steadily narrower as he moved northeast. The shaman Agataph had told him to follow the River of Fangs until he reached the gates of the ruined dwarven city of Khald Meraxur. From there a flight of stairs would ascend the side of the mountain, and those would lead Ridmark to Urd Drysaar and the Elder Shamans of the bone orcs.
If Agataph had told him the truth. But Ridmark didn’t think that the kobold shaman had lied. Agataph seemed the sort who would enjoy keeping his word while exploiting every possible loophole in his exact words. Given that he had planned to kill and eat Ridmark, perhaps he would have enjoyed taunting Ridmark with the truth.
He kept moving along the bank of the fast-moving river. White foam splashed against rocks jutting from the water, and to judge from the river’s speed, Ridmark suspected he was drawing near to the foothills of the Lion Mountains proper. It could not be much farther to the gates of Khald Meraxur, and from there he would find the Elder Shamans and learn the secret of the return of the Frostborn…
Ridmark shook his head. In a place this dangerous, letting his mind wander could be suicidal. He had come farther on his quest than he had expected, and Ridmark did not want to fail as he drew near its end. His death would mean little, but if he could find the secret of the Frostborn and warn the realm of Andomhaim before they returned, that could save countless lives. 
He glanced at the sky, at least what he could see of it through the branches. It was almost noon, and he would walk until dark, which would probably take him another nine or ten miles. If he saw a rabbit or a deer, he would stop to shoot it and cook it. His food supplies were starting to run low, and he would not object to some fresh meat…
A strange smell came to his nose.
Ridmark had not smelled anything like that before. It was a wet, musky smell, sharp and pungent, and he suspected that if it were any stronger, it would make his eyes water. It smelled like wet fur, but he had never smelled that particular odor before.
He looked around for the source of the smell and paused for a moment to consider the ground. 
There were a great many tracks on the ground, and it looked as if a fight had taken place recently. Some of the footprints were made by booted feet, small prints, maybe belonging to a woman or a child. Yet many of prints were a kind that Ridmark had never seen before. They looked like paw marks, but not those of a wolf or a bear. Truth be told, they looked like the tracks of a mouse or of a rat, but much, much larger than any mouse or rat that Ridmark had ever encountered. According to legend, the mice that haunted the walls of Castra Arban were large enough to carry off entire loaves of bread. Ridmark had never seen a mouse of that size, but whatever creatures had left these tracks would have put those mice to shame. 
He spotted two arrows buried in the side of a tree ahead. To judge from their length, they had been fired from a short hunting bow. Several discarded darts lay on the ground, and he saw the dark smear of poison on their tips. In places, he saw dried blood, too dark to be human, and several clumps of greasy black fur that gave off the strong musky smell he had detected earlier. 
There had indeed been a battle here, but between who, Ridmark did not know. 
It was none of his affair. The tribes of bone orcs warred against both each other and any other kindreds that attempted to encroach upon the Qazaluuskan Forest. Ridmark decided to keep following the course of the River of Fangs. If he could find a safe place to cross, he would head to the other side of the river, and hopefully, he could avoid any fights. 
If the Qazaluuskan orcs wanted to fight amongst themselves, Ridmark would not stand in their way. 
He had gone another third of a mile before Ridmark became certain that he was being followed. 
Step by step he slowed, listening to the forest. The trees here were ancient, some of them taller than the highest towers of Castra Arban or Castra Marcaine, and moss clung to their thick trunks. The undergrowth was thick and heavy, with lots of places for a clever man to conceal himself by creeping along the ground. The birds had gone silent, and he heard nothing but the splash of the water in the river and the rustling of leaves. 
He stopped and turned in a slow circle, and then blinked in puzzlement and alarm as he saw the two creatures creeping through the undergrowth towards him. 
“You might as well come out,” called Ridmark in orcish, taking two long steps to the left. “I know you’re there.”
One of the creatures straightened up and moved forward in silence. 
Ridmark had never seen anything like it.
The creature stood about five feet tall and looked for all the world like a gaunt black rat walking on its hind legs. Its black, beady eyes regarded Ridmark, and its front teeth looked like massive yellow chisels. Whiskers twitched next to its nose, and it had two ragged ears adorned with bronze and copper earrings. Its hands looked like a cross between a rat’s paws and human hands, the fingers topped with long claws. The creature wore leather armor strengthened with steel rivets, and it had a sword and a dagger belt around its waist. A pink tail twitched back and forth behind it, as long and thick as Ridmark’s arm. 
The rat-thing took another step, and Ridmark leveled the bow.
“I suggest,” said Ridmark, “that you remain where you are.” 
The rat-thing froze, and it let out a chittering, high-pitched laugh.
“I mean no harm!” said the creature in the orcish tongue. Despite its squeaking laugh, the creature’s voice was deep, and Ridmark decided that it was probably male. Not that he wanted to examine it closely to find out. “No harm! I was just curious, yes, just curious. You are no orc, yes, no orc.”
“No,” said Ridmark. “Neither are you.”
He dared not look away from the rat-thing, but his ears strained for the sound of the second one. It was probably creeping up behind him. 
Again came the chittering laugh. “I am not. Have you seen my like? Do you know what I am? You give off the smell of confusion.” 
“Do educate me,” said Ridmark.
“We are called the muridach,” said the rat-thing. “The bone orcs rule the forest, and the manetaurs rule the plains on the other side of the mountains, and the wild halflings in the jungles below the fire mountains, but we rule in the Deeps below the mountains. The Lord of Carrion has given all these lands into our hands.”
“The Lord of Carrion?” said Ridmark.
“Our god,” said the muridach. “He is mightier than the rotting god of the bone orcs and the shadowy god of the dvargir.”
“How pleasant that must be for you,” said Ridmark. “I have an urgent journey to make, so I wish you good fortune in your travels, master muridach.” 
The rat-thing laughed again. “Stay! Stay! I have not often seen your like. Your kindred is rare in this part of the world. You are called…human, yes? Your kingdom lies far to the west.”
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “You have seen humans before?”
“Sometimes,” said the muridach. “Sometimes the dvargir slavers sell them to us. We like humans. Their skins are soft and thin, and their flesh is delicious, either raw or cooked over a fire.” 
“I see,” said Ridmark. The Qazaluuskan orcs had wanted to kill him and raise him as an undead, while the kobolds had wanted to eat him. It seemed these muridach creatures agreed with the kobolds. Not for the first time he reflected on the mad risk of coming alone to this place. Not even the High King with all his armies had ever penetrated more than a few dozen miles into the depths of the Qazaluuskan Forest, just far enough to drive off any orcish raiders. “Alas, my urgent journey compels me to be on my way.”
“Your journey!” said the muridach. “What is this journey that compels you so? Humans do not come to the Qazaluuskan Forest. Where can you be going?”
“I am going,” said Ridmark, “to ask a question of the Elder Shamans.”
That got a reaction out of the creature. The muridach flinched, his tail lashing, his fur rising to stand in greasy black spikes. 
“The Elder Shamans!” said the muridach. “You are mad, mad! You think to go to Urd Drysaar? That was the seat of the Jeweler, and all the kindreds of the Qazaluuskan Forest once bowed to him. He is slain, but his dark magic lingers still in the ruins, and he hungers for souls! Why do such a mad thing? Quicker to fall upon your own sword!” 
“I have my duty,” said Ridmark.
“Bah!” said the muridach. “If you go to Urd Drysaar, it will be a waste of good meat. Better for you, human, that we will kill you here.” The rat-thing gave off another chittering laugh. “We shall feast…and you shall die in much less pain than the jeweled ones would inflict upon you.”
The muridach charged, but Ridmark was already moving.
He spun, his bow coming up, and his guess had been right. A second muridach had been creeping up behind him, a weighted net in his clawed hands. Ridmark released the arrow, and his hurried aim was true. The shaft slammed into the muridach’s throat, and the rat-creature stumbled with a gurgling scream, dark blood pumping from the wound. 
Ridmark whirled as the first muridach closed with him, sword and dagger in his hands. There was no time to draw another arrow from his quiver, so Ridmark threw the bow at the muridach. The weapon hit the rat-creature in the face, and he flinched back, sword and dagger coming up in guard. That gave Ridmark the time he needed to snatch his staff from his back, and he struck with the heavy weapon. The wooden staff had a core of iron, and its length slipped under the muridach’s guard and hit the creature’s left knee with a heavy crack. The muridach shrieked in agony and stumbled, and Ridmark hit him in the head. 
The blow sent the muridach to his knees, and Ridmark hit him in the head four more times. 
On the fourth blow, the muridach stopped moving, blood leaking from his nose and mouth.
Ridmark stepped back, retrieved the arrow from the dead muridach, cleaned it, and returned it to his quiver. Both dead creatures stank of the musk he had smelled earlier, and Ridmark wanted to be gone from here. He knew nothing of these muridachs and their Lord of Carrion, but if they were anything like normal rats, they would have a keen sense of smell…and they would travel in much larger numbers than just two. 
Which meant Ridmark wanted to be gone by the time the rest of the pack realized that these two were dead. 
He did wonder what the muridachs had been doing here. They hadn’t been expecting to see him, that much was plain. Had they been a scouting party? Perhaps the muridach were fighting against a tribe of Qazaluuskan orcs. Yet they hadn’t been wary enough for that, and the weighted net that the second muridach had been carrying suggested that they had been hunting someone. 
Ridmark’s mouth twisted as he left the dead rat-things behind. Perhaps the muridach were hunting for some luckless captive who had escaped from their larder. Had Ridmark still been a Swordbearer, he might have tracked and tried to help such an unfortunate captive.
But he was not a Swordbearer any longer. He was an exile from the realm of Andomhaim, alone in hostile territory with only his weapons, his wits, and some dwindling supplies. Ridmark did not care if he lived or died, but he would not throw his life away.
Not unless it meant he could find the secret of the Frostborn.
He pressed on, looking for a place where he could cross the river.
 
###
 
An hour later, he heard the sounds of battle coming from the trees north of the River of Fangs.
Ridmark dropped to the ground and crawled through the undergrowth, using the ferns and bushes to conceal his passage. He reached the base of a large tree just as he saw a flare of fire and heard a muridach’s chittering scream. 
He peered over a mossy root and saw a fight underway.
Five muridachs lay dead upon the ground. Three of them had been killed by short arrows of the kind he had seen earlier, but two of them had been burned alive, their fur and flesh charred and their bodies twisted into blackened husks. The two muridachs looked as if they had been roasted over a fire for hours, but Ridmark saw no ashes beneath them and no signs of any fires.
There were three muridachs still on their feet, and they prowled around a short, slender figure in a patchwork cloak of mottled gray and green. The figure held a short sword of steel in one hand, and something that gave off a red glow in the other.
One of the muridachs lunged, snapping his jaws, and the figure slashed the sword, the cloak going wide.
Ridmark’s eyes widened in surprise.
The figure was a halfling woman, about four and a half feet tall, with enormous blue eyes and thick yellow hair that hung to her shoulders. Halflings were a common sight in Andomhaim. In ancient days, the High King and the Swordbearers had liberated thousands of halfling slaves from the cruel slavery of the urdmordar, and in gratitude, countless halflings had sworn themselves and their descendants to the nobles of Andomhaim as servants. Most of the halflings that Ridmark had ever met had been servants, though he knew there were communities of halfling merchants in Cintarra and Tarlion. He had grown up surrounded by halfling servants in his father’s seat of Castra Arban.
He was entirely certain that this woman was not a servant. 
She wore peculiar armor of close-fitting leather, and a dozen amulets made of bone and feathers and stones that swung as she moved. A strange design had been painted upon her face, a swirling blue pattern that centered around her blue eyes, making it look as if she wore a mask. 
If she had killed all five of those muridachs, she was doing well. But she was obviously exhausted, and the three remaining muridachs had encircled her. Sooner or later they would wear her down, and then they would have her. 
Ridmark could have slipped past the fight unseen, but his conscience would not let him.
He raised his bow, drew an arrow, took aim, and released. The shaft hissed over the tree root and slammed into the back of a muridach’s leg. The rat-creature hopped forward with a shriek of pain. The other two muridachs jumped back, looking back and forth for the new foe, and Ridmark straightened up and loosed another arrow. He missed this time, and one of the muridachs charged towards him, while the second attacked the halfling woman, sword flying as she retreated. 
Ridmark dropped his bow and charged, yanking his staff from over his shoulder in time to deflect a chop from the muridach’s sword. The creature let out a shriek of rage, stepping back as the injured muridach regained its feet and ran at Ridmark. He retreated, using the longer reach of his staff to keep the two rat-creatures at bay. The wounded one attacked, and Ridmark blocked, twisted to the side, and swung his staff with both hands. The length of heavy wood connected against the muridach’s wounded leg and the creature stumbled with a cry of pain. Ridmark’s staff came up and hammered against the muridach’s skull, and it fell with a snap of bone.
The second muridach attacked him and Ridmark blocked, whirled his staff, and drove the end of the weapon into the muridach’s stomach. The creature doubled over with a wheeze, and Ridmark hit it in the back of the head. The creature collapsed. 
Ridmark turned, intending to aid the halfling woman against the final muridach, and saw that he might be too late. The muridach had driven the halfling woman against the tree. It raised its sword for the killing blow, and the halfling woman thrust out her left hand.
There was a flare of red light. The muridach flew backward and burst into howling flames, the heat of them beating against Ridmark’s face. The fire was already out when the dead muridach hit the ground, but nothing remained of the creature but a smoking husk.
Ridmark had thought the muridachs smelled bad when they were alive, but they smelled far worse after being burnt. 
For a moment, he and the halfling woman stared at each other. He glimpsed something red and glowing in her left hand. A gemstone of some kind, perhaps? 
At last Ridmark decided to speak first.
“I wish to retrieve my arrows,” he said in orcish. “Please do not set me on fire while I do so.”
The woman’s face was stern and cold, but her lips almost twitched into a smile. “Since you saved my life, that would be rude.” She spoke the orcish tongue with a peculiar accent, high and nasal. “But these rat-folk are rude. I wished only to make my journey in peace, and they attacked me first.” 
Ridmark walked to the dead muridachs and retrieved his arrows, cleaning the blood off them. “Two of them attacked me without warning south of here. I had to kill them both to escape.” 
“Whatever you are, they must find you edible,” said the halfling woman. The red glow in her left hand brightened, and he wondered if she was preparing to attack him. Was she a wizard of some kind? Ridmark had never heard of a halfling wielding magic, though the only magic permitted within the boundaries of Andomhaim was that of the Magistri. Of course, he had never seen a muridach before today, so for all he know maybe magic-wielding halflings were common outside of Andomhaim. “Though I know not what manner of kindred you are.”
“What do you think I am?” said Ridmark, straightening up.
“I would say an orc,” said the halfling woman, “but you are not green, you are too skinny, and you are not ugly enough, despite the scar upon your face. Nor do you have any tusks.” 
“No,” said Ridmark. “I am human, and I come from the realm of Andomhaim to the west.”
“Human?” said the halfling woman. “I have heard the tygrai speak of humans, though I have never seen one.” She hesitated. “Are you going to try to kill me, rob me, or take me as a slave or a concubine?”
“I will neither rob you nor take you as a slave or a concubine,” said Ridmark. In Andomhaim, a human lying with a halfling was considered perverse, but he decided not to tell the halfling woman that lest she take offense. “And I will only kill you if you attack me first.” 
“Nor will I,” said the halfling woman. She hesitated, and her cold mask seemed to crack for a moment. “Thank you for the aid. The rat-folk would have had me, if you had not come along.” 
“I was glad to be of help,” said Ridmark. He could have left, but he had grown curious. “I confess I did not think to see a halfling here.”
“Halfling?” said the woman, frowning as she considered the word. Ridmark thought that literal meaning of the orcish word was “small-non-orc-folk,” which he supposed was true enough. “The bone orcs of Qazalask call us that. But we call ourselves the Hidden People.” She drew herself up with pride. “We rule the jungles far from here, beyond the domain of the Red King of the manetaurs. Long ago the Jeweler ruled us as slaves, but we escaped him, and now we are a free people. The manetaurs and the dvargir and the muridach and the horse orcs have all tried to conquer us, and all of them have failed, for we are the Hidden People and they cannot conquer us.”
Ridmark vaguely recalled hearing rumors of tribes of wild halflings that lived beyond the eastern boundaries of the manetaur kingdom. Perhaps this woman was one of them. If she was, she was just as far from home as Ridmark was. 
“My name is Ridmark Arban,” he said. 
She hesitated, and then responded in kind. “Mine is Ansa of the Ghost Path tribe of the Hidden People, and I am a Gemspeaker of the Ghost Path.” 
“You are a long way from home,” said Ridmark.
She raised an eyebrow. “So are you, human Ridmark, if your land lies to the west.”
“It does,” said Ridmark.
“Then what brings a human from his homeland to this desolate place?” said Ansa. 
Ridmark decided to tell her the truth. “I am going to Urd Drysaar to speak with the Elder Shamans of the bone orcs.” 
Ansa’s expression did not change. “Why would you do such a thing?” 
“Have you heard of a dark elven lord called the Warden of Urd Morlemoch?” said Ridmark. 
Ansa scowled. “That is a tale of ill omen, human Ridmark. It was said he was mighty among the dark elves and dwells in his stronghold far to the west.”
“I went into his stronghold of Urd Morlemoch and escaped with my life,” said Ridmark, “at the behest of the high elven archmage Ardrhythain.”
Ansa scoffed. “You recite names of legend.” She frowned. “Yet I think you speak the truth. Go on.” 
“The Warden told me that the Frostborn would return,” said Ridmark.
“Frostborn?” 
“A kindred of great power and great evil,” said Ridmark. “Two and a half centuries ago they almost conquered my homeland of Andomhaim and were only defeated at great cost. The Warden told me they would return, though not when and how. Since then, I suffered a disgrace and was banished from my homeland. I decided to seek out the secret of the return of the Frostborn, so I can warn my people of their return. If anyone knows the secret, the Elder Shamans will.”
“A desperate quest,” said Ansa. 
Ridmark shrugged. “It was not as if I had anything better to do.” He did not want to tell her about Mhalek.
He did not want to tell her about Aelia dying upon the floor of Castra Marcaine’s great hall. If the Elder Shamans killed him, it would be no less than he deserved. 
“But I also have a desperate quest,” said Ansa. “I am going to Urd Drysaar as well.”
Ridmark frowned. “Why?”
“Because of this, I suppose?” said Ansa, and she opened her left hand. 
Ridmark flinched before he could stop himself. “God and the saints!”
She was holding a soulstone. 
“Is that a…” Ridmark found he could not remember the orcish word for soulstone.
Ansa frowned. “You have seen the Gemstones of the Hidden People before?” 
“Is that what you call them?” said Ridmark. “Gemstones?”
Though the soulstone did look like a gemstone. It resembled a large, uncut ruby the color of blood with black streaks, a glimmering red light in its depths. The light seemed to be getting gradually brighter as Ridmark looked at it. 
“We do,” said Ansa. “They are the Gemstones of the Hidden People. Our elders say they have other names among other kindreds. I believe the orcs call them soulstones…”
“Yes, that is the word,” said Ridmark, still astonished. The soulblades of the Swordbearers were powered by soulstones worked into the tang of the blade, and their touch could destroy creatures of dark magic and wound things immune to normal steel. Soulstones were incredibly powerful, and no one in Andomhaim knew how to create them. Under the Pact of the Two Orders, the high elven archmage Ardrhythain traveled to Tarlion to forge new soulblades every hundred years, but as far as Ridmark knew only the high elves knew how to create soulstones. “Soulstones are objects of terrible power. I thought that only the elves knew how to make them.”
“Ah, you mean the great soulstones,” said Ansa. “Only the elves know how to grow those. The Gemstones of the Hidden People do not have such mighty power, but we know the secret of growing them and using them.”
“How?” said Ridmark.
“It was long ago,” said Ansa. “As I said, the Hidden People were once the slaves of the Jeweler. Since we were his slaves, we assisted him in his work. When the urdmordar brought their power against him, the Jeweler battled them with all his strength. In the chaos, our ancestors saw their chance for freedom, defeated their guards, and escaped Urd Drysaar before it fell crashing in ruin upon the Jeweler’s head.” She said it with pride. “Our ancestors fled to the jungles where we made our home, and we have remained there ever since. Our elders knew many of the Jeweler’s secrets for growing soulstones, and those secrets have been preserved among us for many generations.”
“That’s how you burned those muridachs,” said Ridmark. “With that soulstone.”
“This is a Gemstone of Fire,” said Ansa, “and can call forth flame at its bearer’s command. Alas, I am a young and inexperienced Gemspeaker, but an older and wiser one could call forth a firestorm.”
“What is a Gemspeaker?” said Ridmark. 
“Those of the Hidden People who can bond with a Gemstone,” said Ansa. “Not all of us have the power. It is common in my family.”
“Is that why you are going to Urd Drysaar?” said Ridmark. “Something to do with the Gemstones?”
“It…is a complex matter,” said Ansa. “An outsider would not be able to understand it.”
Ridmark shrugged. “I am going to Urd Drysaar anyway. Perhaps we can be of use to each other.” 
Ansa frowned. “That scar on your face. Where did it come from?”
“It is the brand of a broken sword,” said Ridmark, “inflicted as punishment.”
“What was your crime, then?” said Ansa. The Gemstone of Fire shone brighter in her hand.
“I tried to save my wife,” said Ridmark, “and I failed.”
Ansa’s cool mask cracked, and something like fear came through it. Was she afraid of him? That didn’t make sense. With that soulstone, she could blast him to ashes where he stood.
No. She wasn’t afraid of him. She was afraid for someone. 
“I am a betrothed woman,” said Ansa. “My betrothed is named Marcomer, and he is a great warrior of the Ghost Path tribe. He is also a Gemspeaker, as I am, but he is of relatively little rank among us. To gain rank and prestige among the Hidden People, sometimes our warriors and Gemspeakers go to Urd Drysaar to prove themselves. In the ruins of the Jeweler soulstones still grow, and they are more powerful than anything we can grow ourselves. If a man of the Hidden People can go to Urd Drysaar and return with a powerful Gemstone, he gains much prestige.” 
“I see,” said Ridmark. “Your family is of higher prestige or wealth than that of Marcomer, is that it? So, to prove himself, Marcomer went to Urd Drysaar to take a Gemstone of power to convince your father that he is indeed worthy of your hand.”
Ansa frowned. “How could you possibly have known that?”
“Such things also happen among the lords of Andomhaim,” said Ridmark. “Another man courted the woman who would become my wife. To prove myself, I went to Urd Morlemoch and returned.” 
Maybe it would have been better if Ridmark had died there. If Aelia had married Tarrabus Carhaine, perhaps she would be alive and happy now instead of a year in her grave. 
“Then you understand,” said Ansa, “why Marcomer had to do what he did.”
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “And I also understand why you are here. Marcomer did not return, did he?”
“No!” said Ansa. Again, the cool mask cracked, and he glimpsed the anguish behind it. “He should have been back three months ago. The elders counseled me to wait…but some evil has befallen him, I know it.”
“He…may be dead,” said Ridmark.
“He is not!” said Ansa. She slapped the hand holding the Gemstone against her chest. “I would know if he was dead. I would know! You are not a woman, so you do not understand. If my love was slain, I would know. He is in danger, and he needs me. I must go to him.”
“Very well,” said Ridmark. Her betrothed was likely dead, but he knew from the glitter in her blue eyes that she would not believe it until she saw his body. “Perhaps we should travel together. This land is dangerous, and if we work together, we might have a better chance of reaching Urd Drysaar alive.”
“Your proposal is sound, human Ridmark,” said Ansa. “However, there is a problem.”
“Other than the muridachs and the bone orcs and the kobolds and everything else that wants to kill us?” said Ridmark.
“A more immediate problem,” said Ansa. “Urd Drysaar is surrounded by a spell of power. It kills anyone who crosses its boundary, save for those carrying a Gemstone of Mist. When I set out to reach Urd Drysaar, I took a Gemstone of Mist with me. When the muridachs attacked this morning, I fear they took me by surprise. I had to flee my camp, and the Gemstone of Mist was still there.” 
“Then the muridachs still have the Gemstone of Mist,” said Ridmark, “and we cannot enter Urd Drysaar without it.”
“Yes,” said Ansa. She hesitated. “At least…it will be much harder to enter Urd Drysaar without it. Some Gemspeakers and warriors who have undertaken the quest in the past say there is a hidden path to enter Urd Drysaar and avoid the death spell, but it is far easier with the aid of a Gemstone of Mist. Human Ridmark, I offer you this bargain. If you help me retrieve the Gemstone of Mist from the muridachs, I will use its power to let you enter the ruins of Urd Drysaar to speak with the Elder Shamans.” She hesitated. “Though the Elder Shamans will likely kill you.”
“Agreed,” said Ridmark. 
Ansa frowned. “Are you agreeing to the bargain or that the Elder Shamans of the bone orcs will likely kill you?” 
“Both, probably,” said Ridmark. He pointed at the dead muridachs. “Let’s follow their trail and see if we can find the ones who took your Gemstone.”
 
###
 
The muridachs could move with stealth, but between their clawed feet and their tails, they were not good at moving without leaving a trail, and Ridmark followed their path with ease. 
As they walked, he realized how Ansa had managed to survive her fight with the muridach hunters. 
“This a Gemstone of Wind,” said Ansa, holding up another small soulstone. This one gleamed with a peculiar silvery light. “It can grant short bursts of speed, or command the wind to knock down a Gemspeaker’s foes.” She held up another soulstone. “This is a Gemstone of Blood. It can heal wounds, though the healing is exhausting.” 
“All useful powers, I imagine,” said Ridmark. “In my land, the only soulstones we have are worked into the blades of soulblades.”
“Soulblades?” said Ansa.
Ridmark paused to consider the trail as it passed over the tangled roots of a massive, ancient tree. 
“Magical swords,” said Ridmark. “In ancient days, our kingdom was almost conquered by the urdmordar. The Keeper of Andomhaim…sort of like a Gemspeaker, I suppose…appealed to the high elves for help. Ardrhythain of the high elves forged the first soulblades, weapons of power that could kill the urdmordar, and with them, we drove back the urdmordar.” 
Ansa sniffed. “Then you needed the help of the high elves to free yourselves. The Hidden People won our freedom through our courage and strength of arms.”
Ridmark shrugged. “I wasn’t there. I can only tell you what the histories said. From what I have seen of the urdmordar, it is better to fight them with the help of the high elves than to live as their cattle.”
“You have seen an urdmordar?” said Ansa.
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “A village in the Northerland, years ago.”
“How did you escape from it?” said Ansa.
“I slew it,” said Ridmark.
Ansa laughed. “You make fun of me, human Ridmark. No one can slay an urdmordar.”
“I did,” said Ridmark. “I had a soulblade called Heartwarden, and with its aid, I was able to kill the urdmordar.”
“Do you have this soulblade now?” said Ansa. “Such a powerful weapon would be of use.”
“No,” said Ridmark. “It was taken from me.”
“You committed a crime?” said Ansa. 
“I failed.” The questioning would have irritated Ridmark, but he could understand it. Ansa was traveling alone with a man of an alien kindred in a dangerous land. A little suspicion was warranted. “There was an orcish warlord, a man named Mhalek. He believed himself to be the reincarnation of the orcish blood gods, and he made war upon Andomhaim. I killed him, but not before he killed my wife. For failing to protect her, I was stripped of my soulblade and banished from Andomhaim.” 
“I see,” said Ansa. “I am sorry.”
Perhaps she saw her own future in his present. 
Ridmark shrugged. “It is what it is.” His voice sounded harsher than he intended. He wondered what Aelia would think if she could see him now, slogging through this undead-haunted forest in pursuit of a legend. 
“Your own people cast you out,” said Ansa. She sounded disgusted. “Why then do you put yourself at risk to protect them?”
“Your betrothed might be dead,” said Ridmark, “yet you are putting yourself at risk to save him.”
“Marcomer is still alive,” said Ansa. “I am certain of it. I would know if he died.”
Perhaps she would. Maybe her bond with her Gemstones gave her other abilities that she interpreted as intuition and emotion. 
“The Gemstone of Wind,” said Ridmark, hoping to change the topic. “That’s how you kept the muridachs from surrounding you, isn’t it? You could use it to outrun them in short bursts.” 
“Yes,” said Ansa. “A skilled Gemspeaker could run for hours with a Gemstone of Wind. Alas, I lack such experience, and can only use it to run for a short time.” She started to speak, frowned, and then shook her head.
“What?” said Ridmark.
“I am being very open with you, human Ridmark,” said Ansa. “The secrets of the Gemspeakers have kept the Hidden People free for many years. Outsiders should not learn of them.”
Ridmark shrugged. “You seem very keen to ask questions of me.”
“I have never seen a human before. I am curious.” 
“If it makes you feel better, we are both a long way from home,” said Ridmark. “I doubt my homeland will ever threaten the Hidden People, or that the Hidden People will ever threaten Andomhaim. And…”
He came to a stop.
“What is it?” said Ansa, stepping to his side. She lifted her left hand, the glimmer of the Gemstone of Fire leaking between her fingers. 
“Listen,” said Ridmark.
Someone or something was crashing through the brush ahead, and whatever it was, it wasn’t making any effort to conceal its movements. That ruled out the muridachs, and probably the bone orcs and the kobolds as well, since they could move with stealth when they wished. A bear, perhaps? Or…
A familiar chemical reek came to Ridmark’s nostrils. 
“A foe,” hissed Ansa.
The undead creature stumbled into sight a moment later. 
It had once been a living orc, but now its green skin had turned a mottled yellowish-gray, and thick rows of black stitches went up and down its torso and limbs. Its blood had been replaced with a chemical elixir by the necromancy of the Qazaluuskan orcs, and though its eyes had been stitched up, the creature headed unerringly towards Ridmark and Ansa.
Ridmark dropped his bow and drew his axe. “We’ll have to take its head off. That’s the only way to stop those things. You distract it, and…”
Ansa raised her left hand, and her face screwed up in concentration.
The Gemstone of Fire flared in her grasp, and the undead burst into flames, so hot that Ridmark felt the heat from them against his face and hands. The undead orc managed another two steps and then collapsed to the ground, the flames winking out and leaving a charred husk in their wake. The undead of the bone orcs smelled bad, but setting them on fire did not improve their odor.
“Or we could do that,” said Ridmark. 
“It seemed more efficient,” said Ansa. 
“How long will it take for the Gemstone to recover its power?” said Ridmark.
“Perhaps a quarter of an hour, maybe less if I concentrate upon it,” said Ansa. “Do you expect more of these undead creatures?”
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “I don’t think there are any villages of Qazaluuskan orcs nearby. That means there is a warband of bone orcs coming this way. They use those undead things as scouts and sentries when in battle.”
Ansa’s frown intensified. “Will the bone orcs know that their undead was destroyed?”
“Maybe,” said Ridmark. “It depends on how powerful the creature’s master was. All the bone orcs know at least some spells. A true shaman might be able to sense if one of his creatures was destroyed. Either way, the sooner we are gone from here, the better.” 
“A pity we cannot get the bone orcs to kill the muridachs for us,” said Ansa. 
“They would do it,” said Ridmark, “and then they would turn around and kill us and raise our corpses as undead servants. Come!”
He led the way, following the trail the rat-creatures had left behind. 
 
###
 
Ridmark smelled the camp of the muridachs before he saw it.
The rat-creatures had raised a camp atop a low hill overlooking the River of Fangs. A ring of leather tents stood around a crackling bonfire. There were nearly forty muridachs in the camp, all them armored in leather and carrying swords and daggers, and they seemed to be having an argument.
“Do you understand their language?” said Ridmark.
“Only a little,” said Ansa. She listened for a moment. “I think they are arguing about spoils.”
Ridmark and Ansa hid behind a fallen tree and watched the camp. There was a table next to the campfire, and a large muridach in chain mail stood there, snarling and chittering at his followers in the muridach tongue. The table held a variety of valuable objects of orcish make, rings and torques and goblets and such, likely looted from the bone orcs.
The Gemstone of Mist sat in their midst. Ridmark couldn’t see it from this distance, but he did see the gray light the stone gave off reflecting in the goblets. 
“They don’t know what to make of the Gemstone,” said Ansa. “This tribe of muridachs must not have heard of the Hidden People.”
“Truly, you are hidden,” said Ridmark.
Ansa gave him a puzzled look. The joke hadn’t worked across the language barrier. 
“We cannot overcome so many,” said Ansa.
“No,” said Ridmark. “No, but I have an idea.” 
 
###
 
It had been easy to follow the trail of the muridachs, and it was even easier to follow the trail of the undead orc. Ridmark and Ansa hastened through the trees, following the ragged footprints and the lingering chemical stench. 
Soon he saw more tracks, and more and more. 
“Are you ready?” said Ridmark.
“I am a Gemspeaker of the Ghost Path tribe of the Hidden People,” announced Ansa. “I am always ready.” 
Ridmark almost pointed out that the muridachs had taken her unawares, but refrained. “Good.”
He lifted his bow, and Ansa did the same. 
The warband of the bone orcs came into sight. 
There were nearly ninety of them, and their faces had been painted with white and black war paint, creating the illusion of grinning skulls behind their tusks. The bone orcs often painted their torsos and arms or carved tattoos into their flesh, but Ridmark could not tell if these orcs had done the same because they all wore chain mail. It was one of the most heavily armed warbands he had seen since coming to the Qazaluuskan Forest. 
And right now, he wanted to get their attention. 
“Now?” said Ansa. 
Ridmark nodded, and they stopped.
It did not take long for the bone orcs to notice them. They stopped at the harsh command of their leader, and more undead emerged from the trees, shambling to the sides of their masters. 
Ridmark and Ansa raised their bows and released in unison. Ridmark’s arrow took a bone orc in the shoulder, and the orcish warrior stumbled with a howl of rage. Ansa’s arrow ripped out a bone orc’s throat, and the warrior toppled to the ground. No doubt his corpse would be raised as an undead shell in service to Qazalask.
The orcs roared in rage and charged, brandishing their weapons. 
“Now!” said Ridmark.
Ansa shouldered her bow, lifted the Gemstone of Wind, and gripped Ridmark’s forearm. The Gemstone pulsed with blue light, and that light seemed to sink into Ridmark’s flesh. A moment of whirling disorientation went through him, and then cleared, even as the charge of the orcs seemed to slow down. 
“Run!” said Ansa.
Ridmark whirled, and he and Ansa hurtled forward in a blur, the magic of the Gemstone of Wind augmenting their speed. It was a disconcerting sensation. Heartwarden had given Ridmark the ability to move with inhuman speed, but the Gemstone drove him along even faster. He found he had to run in short, rapid bursts. Otherwise he would hurtle into a tree and kill himself. 
Yet it was working. The enraged bone orcs came after him, undead servants lumbering at their side. Ridmark and Ansa darted ahead of them, drawing them towards the river.
Specifically, towards the camp of the muridachs.
The camp came into sight a moment later. Already the rat-creatures were stirring, drawn by the noise of the orcish warband heading towards them. Ridmark and Ansa stopped at the base of the hill, raised their bows, and loosed again. Their shafts connected with two muridach warriors, and the rat-creatures screamed in rage and charged from their camp, weapons ready. 
Right about then the Qazaluuskan orcs burst from the trees, and Ridmark and Ansa darted to the side, heading towards the riverbank with the last of the magic from the Gemstone of Winds. The muridachs and the bone orcs hesitated at the unexpected sight of each other, and then charged. 
As they fought, Ridmark and Ansa raced up the hillside and into the camp. Every single muridach had rushed to join the fight, leaving the camp abandoned. The table of treasure was unguarded, and in its center glowed a rough gemstone giving off a gray light.
Ansa seized the Gemstone of Mists. “Run!”
They scrambled back the hillside as the bone orcs and the muridachs continued their battle. 
 
###
 
Ridmark and Ansa crossed the River of Fangs, reached the opposite bank, and spent the rest of the day running. When the Gemstone of Winds recharged its power, Ansa used it to augment their speed, and thanks to the stone’s magic, they covered twice as much distance as Ridmark had thought they would. The Lion Mountains drew steadily closer.
“I think we can stop now,” said Ridmark. Ansa put away her Gemstones, breathing hard. The effort of using the Gemstones seemed to take a great deal of her strength. “Whoever won that battle probably won’t have much interest in finding us. The muridachs will be retreating back to the Deeps if they won, and the bone orcs will be raising their dead as undead if they won.”
“Agreed,” said Ansa. She took a deep breath. “Thank you for helping me to recover the Gemstone of Mists. It would have been a grave dishonor to return to the Ghost Path without it.”
“And we might not have been able to enter Urd Drysaar,” said Ridmark. 
“No,” said Ansa. She stared at him for a moment. “Marcomer is alive. I am sure of it.”
“I will not argue with you,” said Ridmark. “Not when we can put it to the proof.”
For Urd Drysaar would not be much farther away. There Ridmark could speak with the Elder Shamans and learn the secret of the return of the Frostborn.
Or he would die trying. 
 
THE END
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