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The Bone Orcs








In the Year of Our Lord 1474,
Ridmark Arban needed answers, so he went to one of the most
dangerous places in Andomhaim.

He thought it worth the risk,
because the Frostborn would return.

Perhaps not today, and likely
not tomorrow, but soon, within his lifetime. The Warden had warned
him about the omen of blue fire, a day when blue fire would fill
the sky from horizon to horizon. On that day, the ancient wizard
had said, the way would be open for the Frostborn to return.
Ridmark had tried to warn the nobles and the Swordbearers and the
Magistri, but to no avail. No one believed him, so he needed
proof.

The Qazaluuskan Forest might
well hide that proof.

It was a dangerous place. The
pagan orcs of the Qazaluuskan Forest were aloof and remote, but
nonetheless unremittingly hostile to the men of Andomhaim.
Outsiders who ventured into the Forest tended to never return.
Whenever the Forest’s tribes launched raids on the nearby lands,
seeking captives and loot, the Duxi of the Northerland and
Caertigris launched punitive expeditions, sacking a few villages
and burning a few forts, but every attempt to conquer the vast
lands of the Forest had ended in catastrophe.

Going there was madness.

Yet the Qazaluuskan shamans
knew secrets, whispers wrung from the dead by their necromantic
spells. They knew secrets lost everywhere else in the world, and
sometimes bold Magistri went in search of those secrets. They, too,
usually did not return.

But Ridmark thought it was
worth the risk. If he could find proof of how the Frostborn would
return, perhaps the realm could prepare itself. If he was killed in
the process…well, that would be no great loss for anyone. He had
once been a Swordbearer, a knight of the realm, and a husband, and
now he was none of those things.

As if to remind him of his
failures, the scar upon his left cheek and jaw, the brand of a
broken sword, still felt tight, even after a year.

Not that he needed it to
remind him of his failures. He saw them every time he closed his
eyes.

So Ridmark made his way
through the wild hills of the Northerland, making for the western
borders of the Qazaluuskan Forest. He moved with silent haste, his
staff in his right hand and his dagger at his belt. A quiver of
arrows hung from his hip, his short hunting bow slung over his
shoulder. He had been a miserable shot with a bow, but a year of
living alone in the wilderness had improved his skills, and he was
now a decent enough shot that he didn’t have to worry about
starvation.

Hunger was a marvelous
teacher.

The rocky hills of the
Northerland grew fewer, the pine trees thinner. The ground sloped
downward, moving towards the flatter lands of the Qazaluuskan
Forest, and Ridmark followed the course of a stream as it flowed
south. Not many people lived in the hills of the northeastern
Northerland. This part of the Northerland was too dangerous. The
hills were riddled with entrances to the Deeps, and the dvargir and
the kobolds and the deep orcs often came forth in search of slaves.
More dangerous creatures emerged from the Wilderland to the north,
and over everything hung the threat of the secretive Qazaluuskan
orcs, who issued forth from the Forest on a whim of their strange
rituals and vanished again just as quickly.

The hills were dangerous, but
for now they were quiet. The air was heavy with the smell of pine
needles and the wet mud of the stream, the wind rustling through
the branches. The wind picked up a little, tugging at Ridmark’s
gray cloak, and…

He stopped.

Smoke. He smelled a great
deal of smoke.

He was almost to his
destination, a village called Toricus at the very edge of the
Forest. Most of its folk made their living digging silver from the
hills, while the rest dared to lumber in the Forest itself. Ridmark
was only a few miles away, enough to smell the smoke of the
village’s fires.

Yet the smell should not have
been that strong. Had a fire broken out? Ridmark hesitated for a
moment, and then started forward.

As he did, a shape appeared
from behind one of the pine trees.

Ridmark turned, taking his
staff in both hands.

The figure was an orcish man,
tall and strong, wearing leather boots and ragged trousers. His
torso, arms, and face had all been smeared with white war paint.
Behind his sharp tusks, his face had been marked with black paint,
stark against his eyes and nose and mouth.

The war paint gave his face
the appearance of a grinning white skull, while his arms and torso
had a leprous look from the white paint. In his right hand he
carried an axe with an iron blade, and he wore strange amulets of
bones and black feathers and small polished stones.

The paint and the amulets
marked him as an orc of the Qazaluuskan Forest. Of old the orcs had
worshipped their cruel blood gods, and though many orcs had
converted to the church of the Dominus Christus that Ridmark’s
ancestors had brought with them from Old Earth, many still followed
the old ways and the old gods. The orcs of the Forest worshipped
Qazalask, the blood god of death and the dead, and in his name his
shamans practiced necromancy, summoning shades and animating
corpses.

Ridmark shifted his grip on
his staff. The orc stared at him without blinking.

“We needn’t fight,” said
Ridmark in the orcish tongue. “Let me pass and you can live.”

“The omens were propitious
this day,” said the orc, hefting his axe. “The signs spoke of
victory. A trophy I shall have, in honor to my house.” He spoke the
orcish tongue with the rasping accents of the Qazaluuskan Forest.
“Blood I shall spill, and I shall offer your heart and liver and
lungs as tributes to the shaman, that he may offer them up to the
Lord of Bones.”

His eyes glimmered crimson as
the battle fury of his orcish blood came upon him, and then the
Qazaluuskan orc charged forward with a howl, his axe snapping back
for a blow.

Ridmark waited until the last
moment and dodged, sweeping his staff around. He caught the orc
across the shins with a loud crack, and the orc stumbled, but he
recovered his balance and attacked once more. Ridmark dodged again,
staff ready in both hands. In the year since he had been stripped
of his soulblade, he had found that most men, whether human or
orcish or dvargir, were contemptuous of the staff, considering it a
weapon for peasants and farmers. They assumed that wooden stick was
no match for a blade.

They were wrong. Ridmark had
learned that the hard way himself. It was time to teach this orc
the same lesson.

The Qazaluuskan orc spun,
roaring as he went on the attack. Ridmark dodged yet again, but
this time he snapped the staff forward, bringing the weapon down
upon the orc’s wrists. The impact staggered the orc, who struggled
to keep his grip upon the axe’s haft. That moment of imbalance gave
Ridmark the time he needed to spin the staff, its end slamming into
the side of the orc’s head.

The Qazaluuskan stumbled, and
Ridmark hit him three times across the temple in rapid
succession.

After the third blow, the orc
fell dead to the ground, blood leading from his nostrils and
mouth.

Ridmark took a step back,
raising his staff to guard position on reflex. Yet no one else
stirred in the pine trees or upon the slopes of the hills. The
Qazaluuskan orc had been alone.

But for a Qazaluuskan orc to
have been alone near the village of Toricus…

The smell of wood smoke grew
sharper.

Ridmark broke into a jog,
leaving the dead orc behind, and soon came to Toricus.

Or, at least, what was left
of it.

Toricus was a rough place
inhabited by rough men, and the village stood in a little valley at
the edge of the Forest. The villagers had built a thick wooden
stockade around the village, strengthening their defenses further
with a ditch lined with sharpened stakes, but that hadn’t been
enough to save them. The gate had been torn down, and lay in
shattered pieces across the ditch. Inside the stockade the houses
had been built of fieldstone and thatch, but all of them now
burned, flames billowing from their interiors. Ridmark saw no sign
of any corpses, but that did not surprise him. Vhaluuskan orcs or
dvargir warriors would have left the corpses to rot where they had
fallen.

The orcs of the Forest would
have taken the dead back as offerings to Qazalask.

Ridmark crossed the little
wooden bridge into the village, the scent of smoke filling his
nostrils, and made his way to the village square. A stone church
stood on the other end of the square, likely the first building
ever raised in Toricus, flames billowing from its roof. He thought
the fires had been set no more than two or three hours ago.
Certainly it could not have been very long, not if the orc he had
killed outside the walls had been any indication. Likely the
Qazaluuskan orcs had attacked the village and carried its people
into captivity, and the orc that Ridmark had killed had been
waiting to catch any stragglers…

“You!”

Ridmark whirled.

A man staggered from one of
the smoldering buildings. He was about forty, with rough features
and the thick arms and callused palms of a blacksmith. He wore a
leather apron over his tunic, a graying beard shading his jaw and
chin.

The man carried a massive
iron hammer.

“It was you, wasn’t it?” said
the blacksmith, pointing the hammer. “You brought the orcs
here!”

Ridmark shook his head. “I
haven’t visited Toricus for years.” The last time he had been a
Swordbearer, riding a splendid horse and wearing fine armor, the
soulblade Heartwarden at his belt. He supposed that he looked
different now.

“I see the brand,” said the
blacksmith. There was dried blood on his left temple. Ridmark
suspected the man had taken a blow to the head and fallen
unconscious, only to wake up to see his village in flames. “That’s
the brand of a coward and an exile. I’ll wager you allied with the
bone orcs to betray us!”

“No,” said Ridmark, raising
his staff. “I just arrived. I will help you, if you wish, but I did
not…”

“Die, traitor!” roared the
blacksmith, raising his hammer over his head and rushing
forward.

Ridmark tensed, preparing to
dodge the blow. He would try to get the blacksmith off his feet,
try to make him see reason. He didn’t want to kill the man…

The blacksmith went rigid,
his eyes bulging, a strange flicker of ghostly blue flame snarling
around him. For a moment Ridmark thought the blacksmith had caught
fire, but the pale blue flame gave off no heat, and for that matter
the blacksmith didn’t appear to be burning. Instead he seemed
paralyzed, his muscles clenched, his teeth gritted, his eyes
darting back and forth.

A pair of Qazaluuskan orcs
appeared from between two burning houses. One looked a great deal
like the orc Ridmark had killed outside of the village, adorned
with the same war paint of white and black and carrying an axe. The
second orc looked older, and wore more amulets. In his right hand
he held a mummified human forearm, the fingers hooked into withered
claws. Pale blue fire danced around the dead fingers.

The older Qazaluuskan orc was
a wizard or a shaman, and the dead hand was a talisman of some
kind. The stunned blacksmith had blocked their view of Ridmark, but
that would only last another few seconds.

“Bind him,” said the older
orc.

“He must have been hiding,”
snarled the younger orc. “There may be others. We should…”

“Bind him,” snapped the older
orc. “His blood and heart shall fuel our prayers to the Lord of
Bones, and his body shall make a vessel for the god’s power…”

Ridmark stepped around the
blacksmith, his staff in his right hand as he drew his dagger with
his left hand.

Both Qazaluuskan orcs saw
him.

“Take him!” roared the older
orc, swinging his talisman towards Ridmark.

Ridmark sprinted forward and
threw his dagger. He had never been a good shot with missile
weapons, and his dagger missed the older orc entirely. Yet the orc
ducked to avoid the dagger, and that kept the talisman’s power from
reaching Ridmark. As the older orc straightened up, Ridmark swung
his staff, all his strength and speed behind the blow. The staff
hit the older orc in the face, his head snapping back with the
sound of cracking bone, and Ridmark pivoted, whirling the staff to
deflect the younger orc’s furious attack. The remaining orc went on
the attack, axe pumping, and Ridmark retreated, jerking his staff
back and forth to deflect the strikes. The orc had the momentum,
and Ridmark had no choice but to retreat towards the burning
church.

A bellow of fury filled his
ears, and then the back of the Qazaluuskan orc’s head exploded in a
spray of gore. The orc staggered, jerked to the right, and
collapsed to the dusty ground.

The blacksmith stood over the
corpse, breathing hard.

“Thanks,” said Ridmark,
lowering his staff, though he kept his eyes on the massive
hammer.

“Guess I was wrong about
you,” said the blacksmith. “Suppose you weren’t working with the
bone orcs after all.”

“Bone orcs?” said
Ridmark.

“This lot.” He tapped the
dead orc with his boot. “We always called them the bone orcs. Less
of a mouthful than ‘Qazaluuskan’, or the Children of the Lord of
Bones, which is what they call themselves. Plus, they like bones.
Use them for their dark magic.”

“That one must have been a
shaman or a wizard,” said Ridmark.

The blacksmith shook his
head. “He wasn’t. Most of them know a little magic. The shamans are
powerful, true, but they don’t hoard their spells the way the
Mhorites do.” He offered a tight, mirthless grin behind his beard.
“It’s what their Lord of Bones teaches. All come to his kingdom of
death in the end, so they all may as well know magic.”

“Splendid,” said Ridmark.
“Who are you?”

“Name’s Peter,” said the
blacksmith. “I’m the village smith.” He looked at the burning
ruins. “Suppose I was, anyway. Who are you?”

“Ridmark Arban,” said
Ridmark. There was every chance that Peter would recognize the
name. If he had been with the militia that had marched against the
Mhalekites at Dun Licinia, he would almost certainly recognize
Ridmark.

But if he did, he gave no
sign of it.

“Suppose I ought to thank you
for coming along when you did,” said Peter. “Else they would have
marched me off to their barrow with everyone else.”

“What happened here?” said
Ridmark.

Peter snorted. “What do you
think? The bone orcs came. We’ve always known the bone orcs were in
the Forest, but we kept out of their way. Then hundreds of them
marched out of the Forest, saying the omens were correct…”

“Omens?” said Ridmark.

“They’re superstitious beyond
belief,” said Peter. “Every single one of them checks the auguries
before making any decision. They all these dice carved from bone,
with all sorts of symbols on them. I guess their omens must have
said it was time to attack Toricus. They killed anyone who fought
back, rounded up the villagers, and herded them into the Forest.”
He rubbed his wounded temple. “I put up a fight, told my son and
daughter to hide in the cellar. Took a blow to the head.” His face
tightened into a grimace. “When I woke up, they were all gone. The
bone orcs had taken them.”

“As slaves,” said
Ridmark.

“Worse,” said Peter. A
terrible despair set into his face. “As sacrifices. The bone orcs
need blood and hearts and other organs for their necromancy. They
will take the prisoners to the nearest barrow and kill them
there.”

“I see,” said Ridmark. “What
are you going to do now?”

Peter gave a weary shrug. “I
will go to Castra Marcaine and ask Dux Gareth for help. Maybe he’ll
send out Swordbearers and men-at-arms to teach the Qazaluuskan orcs
a lesson. Maybe if I hasten, they can come in time to save my
children.”

That was unlikely. It would
take a week, maybe longer, for Peter to reach Castra Marcaine and
return.

“How many Qazaluuskan orcs
were there?” said Ridmark.

Peter shrugged. “At least
fifty. Maybe more. They had a shaman with them, too. The bone orcs
all know a little magic, but you can always tell the shamans. They
carry these staffs topped with three skulls, and always smell of
rotting flesh.” He shook his head. “I thank you for your aid,
Ridmark Arban, but I must go. The sooner I get to Castra Marcaine,
the sooner I can return.”

“Or,” said Ridmark, “we go
after the captives right now.”

Peter snorted. “I’m one man
with a hammer. That won’t do much good.”

“You won’t go alone,” said
Ridmark. “I’ll help you.”

“You?” said Peter. “Why would
you help me?”

“I have no wish to see anyone
enslaved and slain by the Qazaluuskan orcs,” said Ridmark. In
truth, he was not entirely sure why he was going to help Peter.
Ridmark was no longer a knight of the realm or a Swordbearer, and
so had no obligation to help anyone in Toricus. Yet he knew he
could not turn away. It might well get him killed, but that would
be no less than he deserved.

“Oh, two of us against fifty
bone orcs?” said Peter. “I’m a blacksmith and you’re a renegade
with a stick. What can we do?”

It was Ridmark’s turn to
shrug. “I don’t know. We will have to see. Besides, a big stick is
more useful in battle than you might think.” He jerked his head at
the slain orcs. “Ask them.”

Peter snorted. “Cocky
bastard, aren’t you?”

Ridmark said nothing.

“All right,” said Peter. “God
knows I can think of nothing else. What do you suggest we do
first?”

“Find some supplies,” said
Ridmark. “Then we’ll follow the Qazaluuskan orcs and see what we
can do.”








###

An hour later they left the
smoldering ruins of Toricus, heading east into the vast green mass
of the Qazaluuskan Forest. The orcs had thoroughly looted the town,
but they had overlooked many things, and both Ridmark and Peter had
been able to fill their packs with supplies.

Following the orcs proved
easy. There had been fifty or sixty warriors, and they had taken
nearly two hundred captives into the forest. That many people left
a trail that a blind man could follow, and Ridmark followed it into
the gloom of the Qazaluuskan Forest.

He took a moment to look
around.

It was green and dim, the
huge trees towering overhead, the air carrying a faint smell of rot
and decay. Ferns grew upon the ground between the tangled roots,
and clusters of gray mushrooms squatted at the base of each tree,
some of them as large as Ridmark’s head. The light in the forest
seemed…different, somehow, dimmer, and not just because of the
leafy canopy. Ridmark wondered if there was a spell over the entire
forest.

A strange, hushed silence
seemed to wrap the Forest like a cloak.

“Never liked it in here,”
muttered Peter, a hunting bow in hand. “Too quiet for a
forest.”

Ridmark nodded. The trail
continued to the east, and they moved on, watching for any sign of
the Qazaluuskan orcs.

Or their undead servants.

Peter seemed more and more
nervous, watching every shadow and swinging his hunting bow back
and forth. Ridmark grew increasingly concerned that Peter might do
something foolish and reckless. Best to take his mind off it before
he snapped.

“Your children,” said
Ridmark. “What are their names?”

Peter looked at him,
scowling.

“You do remember, I hope,”
said Ridmark.

“John and Mary,” said Peter
at last.

“And?” said Ridmark.

“And what?” said Peter.

“What else about them?” said
Ridmark, circling around a massive, lichen-spotted tree.

“John’s twelve, and Mary is
nine,” said Peter. “Thought I would leave the forge to John, but
he’s not suited for it. Better as a carpenter, so I apprenticed him
to the village’s carpenter. Assuming the man’s still alive.” He
shook his head. “Mary’s a natural, though. It would be better to
teach her to keep a house, but the girl has a gift. I reckon I need
to find her a good husband, and they can keep the forge when I’m
dead.”

“No wife, then?” said
Ridmark.

Peter grunted. “She died a
couple years ago. Bleeding sickness. The lord’s Magistrius tried,
but…well, their spells don’t always work.”

“No,” said Ridmark.

Peter was silent for a few
moments. “So, I figured we’d start over somewhere else, make our
fortunes. We came to Toricus and started a forge, and business was
good.” He sighed. “We probably should have stayed in Westhold.”

“Everything is always clearer
in hindsight,” said Ridmark.

“Aye,” said Peter. “What
about you, renegade? What brings you to Toricus?”

“Supplies,” said Ridmark.

Peter considered that.
“You’re some kind of adventurer, aren’t you?”

“You could say that,” said
Ridmark.

“We get men like you from
time to time,” said Peter. “Heading off into the Wilderland to loot
dark elven ruins, or into the Forest to rob the old barrows of the
bone orcs.” He paused. “They never come back alive. Well, hardly
ever.”

“Good to know,” said
Ridmark.

“Which one are you?” said
Peter.

There was no reason not to
tell him. “I’m going into the Qazaluuskan Forest to speak with one
of the Elder Shamans.”

“Why?” said Peter, his
disgust plain. “The regular bone orcs are bad, but the Elder
Shamans are worse. Why would you want to talk with one of
them?”

“I need to ask a question,”
said Ridmark.

They walked in silence for
some moments.

“Are you a cultist?” said
Peter. “There are some in Andomhaim who pray to the blood gods or
the urdmordar instead of the Dominus Christus. Are you such a
man?”

“No,” said Ridmark.

“Then why do you want to talk
to an Elder Shaman?” said Peter.

“They know things,” said
Ridmark. “Things that the men of Andomhaim have forgotten. Or
things that we never knew in the first place. They might have the
knowledge that I need.”

“What knowledge could that
possibly be?” said Peter.

“How the Frostborn will
return,” said Ridmark.

“The Frostborn?” said Peter.
“But there are no more Frostborn. The Swordbearers and the High
King wiped them out long ago.”

“I know,” said Ridmark. “But
nonetheless, they will return. And soon. Unless I find a way to
stop it.”

“Then you really are Ridmark
Arban,” said Peter. “The Swordbearer who commanded the host of the
realm against the Mhalekites last year.”

“Aye,” said Ridmark.

“How did you get that brand?”
said Peter. “That’s a coward’s brand, but you won the battle.
Mhalek’s dead, and there aren’t any Mhalekites left.”

“Mhalek escaped the battle,”
said Ridmark, the dark memory seething in his thoughts. “I followed
him and killed him, but not before he killed my wife.”

“Oh,” said Peter.

Ridmark gestured at the brand
of a broken sword upon his left cheek and jaw. “You can guess what
happened after that.”

“I see,” said Peter. “I’m
sorry.”

Ridmark shrugged. “It wasn’t
your fault.”

It had been Ridmark’s fault,
and his fault alone. He had failed to save Aelia. Tarrabus Carhaine
and Imaria had been right to condemn him for it.

“Did you have any children?”
said Peter. “If you did, you should go back to them. Aye, I know
what it is to blame yourself, but…”

“Stop talking,” said
Ridmark.

Peter scowled. “Fine, you
don’t wish to discuss it. I…”

“No,” hissed Ridmark. “Be
quiet. Someone is approaching.”

Peter blinked, then nodded
and raised his bow. Ridmark remained motionless, listening to the
silence of the Forest around him.

A silence broken by the
heavy, plodding footsteps of someone approaching.

A moment later the undead
creature limped into sight.

It had been an orcish man,
but a very long time ago. Now it was a withered, mummified corpse,
the green of its skin faded to a splotchy yellow. Its eyes and
mouth had been stitched shut, and Ridmark saw a row of stitches
running down its chest and back. From time to time fingers of blue
fire seemed to glow beneath its withered skin, likely from the dark
magic that animated the creature.

Ridmark stared at the
creature, wondering how to fight it. During his time as a
Swordbearer, he had faced and fought several undead creatures. Yet
in all those confrontations he had still carried a soulblade, a
weapon proof against all forms of dark magic. His staff lacked the
same power. For that matter, he had never seen an undead quite like
this before.

“The head,” said Peter in a
soft voice, as if he had guessed Ridmark’s thoughts. “The head’s
the vulnerable part. Take off the head.”

Ridmark nodded and dropped
his staff, reaching over his shoulder. He had found a decent battle
axe in Toricus, likely left behind when the Qazaluuskan orcs had
departed. It was nothing spectacular, but the haft was solid and
the blade was sharp.

The undead froze, and then
surged forward, moving with greater speed than Ridmark would have
expected from those withered legs. Its arms came up, reaching for
him, and he ducked under their reach, swinging the axe with all his
strength.

“The head!” said Peter,
circling around to the side. “Aim for the head!”

Ridmark had, in fact, aimed
for the right knee. The axe crunched deep into the withered flesh
and yellowed bone, and the undead orc stumbled. A vile black slime
dribbled over the axe’s blade, and the hideous stench of it filled
Ridmark’s nostrils. He wrenched the axe free, stepping around the
creature’s clumsy reach, and started swinging.

On the third blow he got the
head off in a spurt of more vile-smelling black slime. The head
rolled away, bouncing through the ferns, and came to a stop at the
base of a tree. The corpse collapsed in a limp heap to the
ground.

Ridmark let out a long
breath, trying to ignore the stench flooding his nostrils.

“The knee,” said Peter,
shaking his head. “That’s clever. Didn’t think of that myself. But
I’m a blacksmith, not a soldier.”

“Someone has to make the
swords,” said Ridmark, frowning at the corpse. “That explains why
we haven’t seen any animals. That smell would scare them all
off.”

“The bone orcs use these
things as sentries,” said Peter. His mouth twisted. “They’ve got
all kinds of undead. Some they use as laborers, others as
guards.”

“If this one is a guard,”
said Ridmark, “then it must be guarding something.” He picked up
his staff and looked at Peter. “The captives must be near.”

Peter nodded, and they headed
deeper into the Forest.








###

A short time later, Ridmark
and Peter found the barrow.

This section of the Forest
was hillier, though the trees remained as enormous as ever. Ridmark
crouched behind a boulder atop a hill and looked into a small
hollow below them, Peter crouching next to him.

The barrow rose within the
hollow, a mound of piled boulders standing about twenty yards high.
The centuries had deposited earth upon the barrow, along with a
coat of grass and small trees, but it was still unmistakably a
tomb. The barrow must have housed a burial chamber, because Ridmark
saw a massive stone door set into a stone arch at the base of the
barrow, its front scrawled with a variety of odd symbols.

The survivors of Toricus had
been herded into the valley between the barrow and the hill, over
two hundred of them. The orcs had done a thorough job of binding
their captives, securing them with iron collars around their necks,
the collars linked by chains. Many of the women and children wept,
and already Ridmark smelled the odor of excrement rising from the
captives. If the orcs did not tend to their captives soon, they
would start dying of disease and thirst in short order.

Ridmark suspected the
Qazaluuskan orcs did not intend to leave their captives alive long
enough for that to pose a problem.

There were nearly seventy of
the Qazaluuskan orcs standing guard, clubs and axes in hand, all of
them wearing the same kind of war paint Ridmark had seen earlier.
Some of them carried grisly totems – mummified hands, the skulls of
foes reworked into helmets, shrunken heads hanging from their
belts, or necklaces of ears. The bone orcs stood in a loose ring
around their prisoners, weapons in hand.

Ridmark did not see an
obvious way to get the captives past the orcs.

“What are we going to do?”
hissed Peter.

Ridmark understood his
urgency – Peter’s children were down there somewhere. Yet rash
action now would be disastrous. At best, they would alert the orcs
that someone was watching. At worst, it would get them killed.
Ridmark raised a hand for silence, and Peter scowled, but subsided
again.

A tall Qazaluuskan orc strode
past the others. Despite his height, he was gaunt, almost
withered-looking, and was one of the oldest orcs that Ridmark had
ever seen. Unlike most of the bone orcs, he had a beard, a ragged
white thing that hung to his chest, and it made his head look like
a skull draped in icicles. A staff waited in his right hand, and
three human skulls hung from its head, rattling and tapping against
each other as he walked.

The shaman stopped before the
stone door to the barrow, and a hush fell over the orcs, a silence
that spread to their captives. Ridmark suspected the barrow was a
sacred place to the orcs of a Qazaluuskan Forest, like a priest
approaching the altar in the churches of Andomhaim. The shaman
stepped before the door and turned to face the captives and the
orcish warriors.

“Behold!” said the shaman.
His voice was surprisingly deep and resonant when coming from such
a gaunt, wasted form. “Behold, my brothers! The omens have favored
us, and the auguries are bright. The Lord of Bones, great Qazalask,
gathers all to his kingdom in time, and bestows his gift of
undeath. But I, Hhrolazur, have seen a great omen!”

The orcs leaned closer.
Evidently visions were an event of great importance among the orcs
of the Qazaluuskan Forest.

“In my vision I walked among
a field freshly plowed,” said Hhrolazur, “and I carried a jar of
blood in my right hand. With my left I reached into the jar and
drew forth seeds, and I scattered them in the furrows, watering
them with blood as the Moon of Blood and the Moon of Souls rose
overhead. From my seeds rose blossoms the color of blood, and when
they opened within I saw the pale white skull of the Lord of Bones
grinning at me.”

A murmur of appreciation went
up from the orcs.

“The interpretation is
plain,” said Hhrolazur. “Tonight Saginus and Shardus, the Moon of
Blood and the Moon of Souls, shall rise to their apex, and the Moon
of Gates and the Moon of Spells shall be in the lesser position.
The omens are clear, and the meaning of the vision is plain. The
portents are good to awaken an Old One and seek his blessing!”

The orcs cheered.

An Old One? Ridmark knew the
Qazaluuskan orcs had Elder Shamans, learned elders deep in the dark
lore of Qazalask’s necromantic secrets. Did the bone orcs
themselves call their Elder Shamans the Old Ones?

Or was an Old One something
else entirely?

Hhrolazur turned to face the
stone door and began casting a spell, ghostly blue fire dancing up
and down his arms. Blue flames burned in the eyes of the skulls
bouncing from the end of his staff. The shaman threw back his arms
and screamed the final words of his spell, and a pulse of blue fire
washed out from him and sank into the stone door, making the carved
symbols glow.

The door swung open with a
rasping growl, and the Qazaluuskan orcs threw themselves to the
ground, bowing in the direction of the barrow. Ridmark wondered if
this presented an opportunity. Yet the captives were too well
secured, and none of them could break free. Ridmark was also
certain the bone orcs would respond to any interruption of their
ceremony with murderous fury.

Something moved in the
darkness within the stone door.

A towering figure stepped
out, a withered orcish corpse in corroded black plate armor. A
crowned helm of black metal rested upon the dead orc’s skull, and
in its right hand it carried a metal staff topped with three orcish
skulls. Blue fire burned in the undead orc’s eyes, and symbols of
blue fire flickered upon its armor.

 

This withered creature had to
be the Old One.

The Qazaluuskan orcs
practiced necromancy, and perhaps when one of the Elder Shamans
died, the Elder Shaman rose in undeath as an Old One, lurking
forever in his own tomb. The orcs sworn to the Warden of Urd
Morlemoch, the Devout, did something similar, taking their dead to
the silent halls of Urd Morlemoch to rise as the Warden’s undead
servants.

The helmed head of the Old
One turned back and forth, considering both the bone orcs and the
captive humans. Some of the children started to wail as the cold
blue gaze turned over them, while a few men began feverishly
reciting the Lord’s Prayer. At last the Old One’s gaze turned to
Hhrolazur, and the shaman went to his knees.

“You have dared to summon
me?” said the Old One. Its lips had rotted away long ago, and its
jaws remained motionless, but its hideous, deep voice boomed forth
anyway. Ridmark was not sure if he heard the voice with his ears or
with his mind.

“I am Hhrolazur, a servant of
the Lord of Bones, Old One,” said the kneeling shaman.

“All serve Qazalask,” said
the Old One. “All pass into his silent kingdom in the end. Explain
why you have summoned me, or else you shall return with me to
Qazalask’s kingdom this very moment.”

“Old One, hear me,” said
Hhrolazur. “The omens are propitious, and the Lord of Bones looks
upon us with favor. Saginus and Shardus shall rise in apex this
very night, and I have seen a vision of the dead rising from the
earth. Grant me your wisdom and knowledge that I might proceed.” He
gestured at the captives behind him. “I have brought tribute. All
this blood might be spilled to grow your power, and their shells
can be raised to serve you forevermore in your dark halls.”

The Old One said nothing, and
a horrible silence stretched over the crowd.

“You have spoken with wisdom,
Hhrolazur servant of the Lord of Bones,” said the Old One. “Your
words have pleased me, and your vision shows that Qazalask grants
you his favor. I shall teach you the highest secrets of Qazalask’s
power, but first you must perform a rite of power. Gather from your
captives seven virgins, and when the Moon of Blood and the Moon of
Souls reach their apex, slay them all in a circle of power and
harvest their lives. This offering shall please me, and I shall
grant you the knowledge you seek.”

“It will be done, Old One,”
said Hhrolazur, bowing his head. “All shall be done as you
command.”

“Do not fail,” said the Old
One. “Do not fail in the slightest detail. Failure to observe the
rite exactly shall offend Qazalask…and then I shall exact a
terrible price upon you.”

The undead creature turned
and glided back into the darkness of the barrow, though the stone
door did not close.

Hhrolazur rose to his feet
and began giving commands, and the warriors pushed the captives
back from the barrow. Likely they were clearing a space for the
ritual Hhrolazur intended to perform.

Ridmark beckoned to Peter.
The blacksmith gave one more hard look to the gathering below, but
nodded and then followed Ridmark down the slope.

“This should be far enough,”
said Ridmark, looking around the Forest. “We’re within the circle
of their undead guards, and I doubt the orcs themselves will leave
the barrow until their ceremony is complete.”

“Then what are we going to
do?” said Peter. “You heard that demon the shaman called up.
Hhrolazur is going to sacrifice seven virgins. That means children.
He’s going to murder children to power his damned spell.”

“He is,” said Ridmark.

“We have to do something, but
I don’t know what,” said Peter. “We can’t stop him. If we try to
interfere, he’ll just kill us and continue on.”

“We have to interfere at the
right time,” said Ridmark.

“What the devil does that
mean?” said Peter.

“Listen to me,” said Ridmark.
“You heard the Old One. The spell has to take place when Saginus
and Shardus reach their apex. That will be a little after
midnight.”

“What does that have to do
with anything?” said Peter.

“I don’t properly understand
it,” said Ridmark, “but from what the Magistri have told me, each
of the thirteen moons influences the use of magic in some way or
another. So certain spells are more powerful when one moon or
another is in its apex, or when the thirteen moons are in a precise
configuration.”

“So this spell will only work
when those two moons are at their apex?” said Peter.

“Aye,” said Ridmark. “That
must be why Hhrolazur attacked Toricus. He knew that Saginus and
Shardus would be in their apex tonight, so he knew he could summon
that Old One out of the barrow…”

“And the Old One would tell
him what to do,” said Peter. “So what good does that do us?”

“Because I think the spell
has to work precisely as the Old One said,” said Ridmark. “If the
slightest thing goes wrong, the spell will fail…”

“And the Old One will be
furious with Hhrolazur,” said Peter.

“Or, worse for the
Qazaluuskan orcs,” said Ridmark, “they will interpret it as an
unfavorable omen.”

“Ah!” said Peter. “That would
be better. If they think an ill omen has befallen them, they shall
abandon everything and return to their homes. Their superstitions
rule them with a rod of iron.” He grunted. “That’s clever.”

“My old sword master said the
best path to victory was to make allies of your foe’s weaknesses,”
said Ridmark.

“Just how are we going to do
that?” said Peter.

“I have a few ideas,” said
Ridmark. “Follow me.”
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As the day vanished and slid
into night, Ridmark and Peter worked.

At first Ridmark feared that
the bone orcs would discover them, but that fear proved groundless.
The orcs remained occupied with the preparations for Hhrolazur’s
ritual, and while they had set their undead servants to guard them,
the mindless things kept to a perimeter and did not venture within
it. If Ridmark and Peter tried to escape, the undead would swarm
them, but so long as they stayed near the barrow, the undead would
leave them alone.

Ridmark alternated between
helping Peter with the work and keeping an eye on the orcs. The
bone orcs moved their prisoners away from the open entrance to the
barrow to create a clear space. In that clear space Hhrolazur and
some of the other bone orcs labored, casting spells. They had
written a massive double circle of ghostly blue fire upon the
ground, and the double circle intersected seven smaller circles
around its circumference.

Ridmark suspected that the
seven victims of the spell would stand within those circles.

The captives were restless,
but the bone orcs kept watch over them. Twice some of the men tried
to break free, and the Qazaluuskan orcs responded by killing them.
After that, the captives remained quiescent, though their fear and
tension was obvious.

Night fell, but Ridmark had
no trouble seeing. Nine of the thirteen moons were out tonight,
following the complex patterns of their risings and settings. Of
the nine moons visible, Saginus and Shardus were the brightest. The
Old One had indeed been right. Around midnight, Ridmark judged, the
moons would reach their apex.

And then Hhrolazur would
murder seven children.

Ridmark watched the orcs and
the captives for a little while longer, and the circled back down
the far slope of the hill. Peter waited there, an axe in his hand,
his face hard and tense in the reddish light of the nine moons.

“What now?” said Peter.

“We’ll wait a little while
longer,” said Ridmark.

Peter scowled. “We should act
now.”

“They haven’t started the
ceremony yet,” said Ridmark. “That’s when the interruption will
work the best. If we act now, they’ll simply kill us, and carry on
where they left off.”

Peter let out a long, ragged
breath, his knuckles tight against the axe’s haft, but gave a nod
at last.

“Fine,” he said. “Go and
watch. But let me know the minute we need to act.”

“Be ready to conceal
yourself,” said Ridmark.

Peter gave a sharp nod, and
Ridmark crept back to the top of the hill to watch the
preparations. Hhrolazur and some of the bone orcs continued working
on the circle, casting spell after spell. Other orcs sprinkled
dried blood onto the circle, while others recited chants to
Qazalask as they gestured with old bones or mummified limbs,
repeating their hymns to the Lord of Bones over and over again.
None of the orcs kept watch on the surrounding countryside, and
only a few of them guarded the prisoners. It would have been an
ideal time to launch an attack, and even a few mounted knights
would have been able to scatter the bone orcs. Yet Ridmark did not
have any mounted knights. He had an angry blacksmith, a staff, and
an axe.

He also had his gray
cloak.

Hopefully, that would be
enough.

Midnight drew closer, the
Moon of Blood and the Moon of Souls rising higher. The majority of
the Qazaluuskan orcs took up a wailing, moaning chant, repeating
the same phrases in orcish over and over again. Seven orcs walked
up to the circle, and each orc pricked one of his fingers, letting
a few drops of blood fall. The double lines of blue fire hissed and
flared, seeming to feed off the blood and grow stronger.

The seven orcs took seven
children, carrying them to the circle, while Hhrolazur took his
position before the stone door, the skulls upon his staff rattling
as he began a spell. Ridmark wondered if John and Mary were among
those children.

Hopefully, none of them would
die.

Ridmark hurried down the
hill, back to where Peter waited with the piled kindling.

“Now?” said Peter.

“Now,” said Ridmark.
“Hhrolazur has started his spell. I suspect interruptions would
prove harmful.”

Peter’s teeth flashed in his
beard with a savage grin. “Good.”

He produced a piece of flint
and started striking sparks from the edge of his axe. Several of
the trees had died in this part of the forest, though they remained
standing as brittle husks waiting for a strong wind to knock them
over.

Or a fire to burn them
out.

Ridmark and Peter had
occupied themselves by piling kindling around the base of the dead
trees, and now the kindling took fire with a whooshing sound. At
once the fire climbed up the dry trunk. They had prepared five
trees, and Ridmark and Peter hastened to set them afire. Before
long all five trees would transform into towering torches.

The bone orcs couldn’t help
but notice.

“Get ready to run,” said
Ridmark.

“Are you sure that this is
going to work?” said Peter.

“Not at all,” said
Ridmark.

“Well, at least you’re
honest,” said Peter.

Ridmark heard shouts of alarm
from the other side of the hill.

“Go!” he said.

“Good luck,” said Peter.

“You, too,” said Ridmark, and
he turned and broke into a jog while Peter ran down the side of the
hill. Ridmark sprinted to the base of the hill, circling east
towards the back of the massive, rocky barrow. The barrow seemed to
glow in the gloom, and from time to time Ridmark saw flickers of
blue fire beneath the grass and trees upon the barrow’s surface.
Was the Old One working magic of its own?

He tugged his gray cloak
closer and circled around the base of the barrow.

The gray cloak was his best
hope of the plan working. Years ago, not long after he had become a
Swordbearer, he had undertaken a quest to Urd Morlemoch on behalf
of the high elven archmage Ardrhythain. When Ridmark had returned
successful, Ardrhythain had given him this cloak. It looked like a
simple gray cloak, unremarkable in all respects. Yet it never
needed to be washed or cleaned, and it never tore or frayed, and it
had a remarkable capability for stealth. It didn’t make him
invisible by any means, yet it had a knack for helping him to
remain concealed when necessary.

Though with the bloody light
of the moons overhead and the strange blue glow of the circle, the
resultant maze of shadows meant that Ridmark hardly needed the
cloak to remain unseen.

He followed the curve of the
barrow’s base, and the stone door came into sight. Hhrolazur stood
not ten yards from Ridmark, still casting his spell, blue fire
burning up and down his staff. The seven children, boys and girls
both, stood frozen around the circumference of the burning circle.
Their expressions were empty, slack. Likely Hhrolazur’s magic held
them fast.

Yet most of the orcs were not
watching the spell.

Most of the bone orcs were
running up the slope with weapons in hand, heading towards the
burning trees. For a brief moment Ridmark wondered why Hhrolazur
had not stopped his spell, and then realized that his guess had
been right. The orcish shaman had not stopped his spell because he
could not…or he dared not for fear of the consequences. Ridmark did
not know what it would take to ruin Hhrolazur’s spell. Likely
removing just one of the children would be enough to break the
spell and earn the Old One’s fury.

He stepped forward, intending
to pick up the nearest child from the circle, and a cry of alarm
rang out.

Ridmark whirled just as a
Qazaluuskan orc ran at him, brandishing an axe. Ridmark ducked
under the first sweep of the axe, jumped back to avoid the second,
and thrust his staff before the orc could line up a third blow. The
end of the staff hit the orc in the stomach, and the warrior
stumbled. Ridmark brought his staff down on the orc’s head, and the
Qazaluuskan orc fell motionless to the ground.

He turned to see nearly a
score of bone orcs sprinting towards him, weapons in hand. There
was no way Ridmark could fight them all, no way he could even
escape.

He tried, anyway.

Ridmark charged into the mass
of bone orcs, attacking and blocking. He killed two of his enemies
in rapid succession, but he took a glancing hit across the left
forearm and another upon his upper right arm. A sword slashed
across his chest. His heavy leather jerkin deflected the edge of
the sword, but the power of the blow staggered him.

Yet he forced his way ahead
as the orcs closed around him, and at last Ridmark flung himself
forward.

He hit the nearest child, a
boy of about nine, and knocked him over, moving him out of the
smaller circle. Ridmark fell across the double lines of the larger
circle, and the cold blue fire washed over him, a horrible pain
shooting up his legs and into his chest. He scrambled backwards,
trying to get away, and suddenly a booming roar rose from the
circle, the earth making a grinding noise like the growl of a
furious bear.

“Idiot!” screamed Hhrolazur,
his black eyes wide with fear. “What have you done? Kill him. Kill
him! Kill…”

The bone orcs behind Ridmark
raised their weapons, and then blue fire flared in the darkness of
the stone doorway of the barrow.

The shaman whirled, and the
Old One glided into sight once more, a black-armored shadow
wreathed in blue fire.

“Fool!” roared the Old One,
its voice booming over the valley. The bone orcs froze in terror,
gazing at the undead creature. “You have failed to perform the
rite! You have failed to respect the laws of the Lord of
Bones!”

“It was not my fault, Old
One!” said Hhrolazur, quailing back. “The human, the human
interfered with the…”

“You should have stopped
him!” thundered the Old One, lifting its free hand. “You have
offended the Lord of Bones with your disrespect! You shall explain
your failure before the throne of Qazalask himself!”

The bone orcs around Ridmark
threw down their weapons and fled, terrified of the Old One’s
wrath. Ribbons of blue fire erupted from the Old One’s hand and
wrapped around the screaming Hhrolazur, trapping him like a fly
caught in a spider’s web. The Old One melted back into the darkness
of the barrow, pulling the struggling shaman after him.

The massive stone door
slammed shut, sealing Hhrolazur in the barrow with the Old One.

Ridmark staggered to his feet
as the blue circle sputtered and vanished. He looked around as the
bone orcs fled from the Old One’s tomb, leaving their captives
behind.

It seemed that the plan had
worked after all.
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The next morning Ridmark
walked with the freed villagers back to the ruins of Toricus. He
still intended to venture into the Qazaluuskan Forest in search of
an Elder Shaman, but he would see the villagers back to their
homes, at least. They would have a great deal of rebuilding before
them, but the people of the Northerland were accustomed to
hardship, and Ridmark had no doubt that they would rebuild.

John walked next to Peter, a
younger, sober-faced version of his father. Peter himself carried
Mary in his arms. The little girl seemed to have come through the
ordeal without much ill effect, and chattered constantly as they
walked.

“And then, Papa,” said Mary,
“the Gray Knight came and knocked over the bone orcs.”

Peter blinked. “Gray
Knight?”

Mary pointed at Ridmark.
“There. That knight, Papa. The knight in the gray cloak.”

Ridmark snorted. “I am not a
knight, child.”

“Yes, you are,” said Mary
with all the innocent impertinence of youth. “You are the Gray
Knight.”

Peter laughed. “A good
name.”

“Perhaps,” said Ridmark.

He still intended to find the
secret of the Frostborn or die in the attempt.

Still, he was glad that he
had been able to help these people upon the way.








THE END
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Sword (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4911),
Ghost
Price (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5105),
Ghost
Relics (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5265),
Ghost
Keeper (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5481),
Ghost
Nails (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5504),
Ghost
Lock (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5776),
Ghost
Arts (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5937), and
Ghost
Vigil
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6153).








The Third Soul








RACHAELIS MORULAN is an
Initiate of the Conclave, the powerful order of mighty mages. But
to become a full Adept of the Conclave, she must first survive the
Testing. Those who survive the Testing never speak of the trials
they endured.

Those who fail the Testing
are never seen again.

And now the Magisters of the
Conclave have come to take Rachaelis to undertake the Testing. And
there she shall face perils to both her body and her sanity.

And creatures that yearn to
devour her soul.

If Rachaelis survives the
Testing, she will face even more dangerous foes. The demons of the
astral world watch the world of mortal men, desiring to rule it for
themselves.

And some Adepts of the
Conclave are eager to help them.

Read The
Testing (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1538)
for free. Rachelis's trials continue in The
Assassins
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1540), The Blood
Shaman (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1542),
The
High Demon
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1544), The Burning
Child (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2756),
The
Outlaw Adept
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3341), The Black
Paladin (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3343),
and The Tomb of
Baligant (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3345).
Read the entire series in The Third
Soul Omnibus One
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4021) and The Third
Soul Omnibus Two
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4061).








The Frostborn
Series








A thousand years ago, the
last grandson of Arthur Pendragon led the survivors of Britain
through a magical gate to a new world, a world of magic and high
elves, of orcs and kobolds and stranger, darker creatures. Now the
descendants of the exiles rule a mighty kingdom, peaceful and
prosperous under the rule of the High King.

But a shadow threatens to
devour the kingdom.

RIDMARK ARBAN was once a
Swordbearer, a knight of renown. Now he is a branded outcast,
stripped of his sword, and despised as a traitor.

But he alone sees the danger
to come. The Frostborn shall return, and unless they are stopped,
they will cover all the world in ice and a neverending winter.

CALLIANDE awakens in the
darkness, her memories gone, and creatures of terrible power
hunting her.

For she alone holds the
secret that can save the world…or destroy it utterly.

The secret of the
Frostborn.

Read Frostborn:
The First Quest
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4439), followed by
Frostborn:
The Gray Knight
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4069), Frostborn:
The Eightfold Knife
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4437), Frostborn:
The Undying Wizard
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4776), Frostborn:
The Master Thief
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5007), Frostborn:
The Iron Tower
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5183), Frostborn:
The Dark Warden
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5330), Frostborn:
The Gorgon Spirit
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5330), Frostborn:
The Broken Mage
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5860), Frostborn:
The World Gate
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6028), and Frostborn:
The High Lords
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6403), and the
prequel novel Frostborn:
The Knight Quests
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6384) along with
the short stories The Orc's
Tale (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5661),
The
Mage's Tale
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4784), The Thief's
Tale (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5012),
The
Assassin's Tale
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5186), The
Paladins's Tale
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5328), The Knight's
Tale (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5865),
The
Soldier's Tale
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6045), and The Soldier's
Tale (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6409).
Read the first three books combined in Frostborn
Omnibus One
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5671).








Mask of the
Demonsouled Trilogy








MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK has
prevailed over terrible foes and now rules the Grim Marches with
firm justice. Yet ancient evils are stirring in the shadows, freed
at last by Mazael's own hand. Unless Mazael fights with all his
strength, the world will fall.






SIGALDRA is the last
holdmistress of the Jutai nation, the final defender of her people.
Now the darkness comes to devour the final remnant of Sigaldra's
home and family. Even Sigaldra's courage may not be enough to turn
aside the darkness.






Read Mask of
Swords (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5429)
along with the short stories The Ransom
Knight (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5446)
and The Serpent
Knight
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5856).








The Tower of Endless
Worlds








THOMAS WYCLIFFE just wants to
finish his dissertation in peace and quiet. So when a man in a
black robe appears in his closet, claiming to be the last of the
Warlocks, Wycliffe figures it is a bad joke.






But he soon realizes the last
of the Warlocks can give him power beyond imagining.

And all it will cost is his
soul.

SIMON WESTER needs a job.
Badly. So when a rich and powerful Senator offers him employment,
he jumps at the chance. Sure, Simon expects to find some
corruption, some shady deals.

He doesn't expect to find
black magic.

LIAM MASTERE is a Knight of
the Sacred Blade, defender of the mortal races. But can swords
stand against guns? As bullets and bombs destroy his kingdom, Liam
must risk everything to save his homeland's one chance of
salvation.

By daring the horrors of the
Tower of Endless Worlds…

Read The Tower of
Endless Worlds
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2073) for free. The
saga of the Tower continues in A Knight of
the Sacred Blade
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2076), A Wizard of
the White Council
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2078), and The Destroyer
of Worlds
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2080).








Cloak Games








In 2013, a gate to another
world opened, and Elves used their magic to conquer Earth, crushing
all resistance before them.

Three hundred years after the
Conquest, the exiled Elven High Queen rules an orderly but stagnant
Earth, with humanity forced to fight in the High Queen’s war
against the traitors on the Elven homeworld.






Nadia Moran doesn’t care
about that. She doesn’t care about the High Queen, or the Rebels
seeking to overthrow her. All she cares about is getting her baby
brother the treatments he needs to recover from his potentially
fatal disease…and those treatments have a steep price.






Fortunately, Nadia has magic
of her own, and she’s a very, very good thief.






Unfortunately, the powerful
Elven lord Morvilind has a hold on Nadia. If she doesn’t follow his
commands, her brother is going to die.






Of course, given how
dangerous Morvilind’s missions are, Nadia might not live long
enough to see her brother’s death…






Read Cloak Games:
Thief Trap
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5969), Cloak Games:
Frost Fever
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6072) and Cloak Games:
Rebel Fist
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6225).

***

 



About the Author

Standing over six feet tall,
Jonathan Moeller has the piercing blue eyes of a Conan of Cimmeria,
the bronze-colored hair of a Visigothic warrior-king, and the stern
visage of a captain of men, none of which are useful in his career
as a computer repairman, alas.






He has written the
DEMONSOULED series of sword-and-sorcery novels, and continues to
write THE GHOSTS sequence about assassin and spy Caina Amalas, the
COMPUTER BEGINNER'S GUIDE series of computer books, and numerous
other works.






Visit his website at:






http://www.jonathanmoeller.com

Visit his technology blog
at:






http://www.computerbeginnersguides.com

Contact him at:


jmcontact@jonathanmoeller.com

You can sign up for
his email newsletter here
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1854), or watch for
news on his Facebook
page
(http://www.facebook.com/pages/Jonathan-Moeller/328773987230189) or
Twitter feed
(https://twitter.com/moellerjonathan).
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