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The Soldier’s Tale








I woke up with a hangover and a headache so
sharp it felt as if someone had pounded nails into my head.

I usually did, these days.

It was a fine bright day in the summer of
the Year of Our Lord 1471. The sun rose over the plains and hills
of Durandis, and one of those damned rosy rays of dawn came through
the arrow slit that served as my window and hit me right in the
face.

It annoyed me, but I didn’t care that it
annoyed me, and I didn’t care that it made my headache worse.

I had to get up anyway. I had yet to miss a
day of duty because of a hangover, and I would be damned if I was
going to start now.

So I got up. As an Optio of the Dux’s
men-at-arms, I had my own room in the barracks of Castra Durius,
albeit one that was little more than a stone closet. One of the
halfling servants had refilled the water basin while I had been
dead drunk, and I lifted it and drank about half of the contents. I
used the rest of the water to shave, watching myself in the little
mirror of cloudy glass as I scraped away last night’s stubble. I
looked terrible, my gray eyes bloodshot, my brown hair marked with
gray streaks, the lines on my face deeper than they had been
yesterday.

I looked like hell. Of course, those lines
and those gray hairs hadn’t been there until three years ago,
hadn’t been there until…

If I dwelled on that too long, I would
start drinking again, and that was not going to happen while I had
duty. I was a man-at-arms of the Dux Kors Durius of Durandis, and I
would be damned before I showed up for duty drunk. Even after
everything, I was still an Optio of the Dux’s men-at-arms, and I
suspected I would die that way.

I wondered if drinking myself to death
counted.

By the time I finished shaving, the water
had a chance to work its way through me, so I relieved myself and
got dressed, pulling on my tabard over my chain mail. The Dux’s
colors are green, and his badge is a gray tower upon that field of
green. Sometimes the new men grumbled that the colors looked drab,
but they soon changed their minds. They were easy to clean, for one
thing.

And when the Mhorites came down from the
Kothluuskan mountains to make trouble, the colors made it easy to
hide in the hills.

I left the barracks and strode into the
courtyard of Castra Durius, my scabbard tapping a little against my
left leg with every step. The castra occupied a hill at the edge of
the Kothluuskan foothills themselves, its walls tall and strong,
its octagonal towers topped with war engines, its keep a massive
block of stone. Long ago, a knight named Sir Durius had claimed the
hill, driving the Mhorites into their mountain valleys. The High
King had granted him the land as Dux, and Durius had given the name
Durandis to the plain between Kothluusk and the River Cintarra in
honor of his father, who had fallen fighting the Mhorites. Ever
since, Durandis and Castra Durius had stood as guardians, defending
the rest of Andomhaim from the malice of the Mhorite orcs and the
creatures that dwelled in the Deeps below the mountains.

I remembered my wife telling my daughter
that story, the last time I had seen them. Before…

I thought of the whiskey waiting underneath
my cot.

I pushed the thought out of my head and
walked to the gate.

Sir Primus Tulvan stood there. He looked
the way I always thought the Romans must have looked upon Old Earth
in ancient days, with his graying hair close-cropped, his face
stern, his nose like the beak of a proud bird of prey. He was the
youngest son of a prominent noble family of Tarlion, and so had
come to take service with Dux Kors. He had risen to the rank of
Decurion, commanding a company of men-at-arms, and I served as his
Optio, his second-in-command.

The Decurion and I had been in a lot of
rough spots together, but we had survived. Sir Primus knew how to
keep his head in a battle. Both in the literal and the metaphorical
sense.

“Sir,” I said.

“Optio Camorak,” said Primus. He glanced to
the east, checking the position of the sun. I was still early.
“Feeling the worse for wear, are we?”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “My cot is a bit stiff,
sir.”

Primus snorted. “A stiff drink, you mean.
Maybe nine or ten of them?”

I straightened up. “Have I ever been
derelict in my duty, sir?”

Primus sighed. “On the contrary. There are
other things in a man’s life than his duty, though.”

“Not for me, sir,” I said.

Primus said nothing for a while, and then
nodded.

“So,” said the knight at last, “we’ve new
lads to turn into men-at-arms. Up for the task, Optio?”

“Always, sir,” I said.

“Good man,” said Primus. We waited as the
sun rose, and a short time later the first of our new recruits
marched into the castra from the town below the hill.

Every man of fighting age in Durandis could
be mobilized as militia in time of war, but the Dux always kept a
standing force of men-at-arms to garrison his fortresses and
respond to any raids from Kothluusk or the Deeps. Sir Primus’s
company of men-at-arms had suffered losses lately. Some men had
retired of old age. A few had fallen in a skirmish with the
Mhorites a month past, and had been buried with honors.

Either way, we needed replacements, and I
watched those replacements walk into the castra, looking at the
towers and battlements with wide eyes. Twenty young men between the
ages of sixteen and twenty filed through the gate, accompanied by
Optio Murcius, a squat, scowling man with an oft-broken nose and a
missing left ear who traveled up and down Durandis seeking recruits
for the Dux. Despite his intimidating appearance, he had a knack
for finding recruits.

“Sir Primus,” said Murcius. “These lads
wish to swear to the Dux’s service.”

“Very good, Optio,” said Primus, turning
his sternest look upon the recruits. “The Dux of Durandis charged
with defending both his lands and the realm of Andomhaim from all
enemies. Every man of Andomhaim is called to serve in times of
campaign, but the dangers around us require the Dux to maintain
soldiers at all times. Only the worthiest men are permitted to
serve as men-at-arms in Castra Durius, and over the next few weeks
we shall see if you are worthy.”

I listened with half an ear as Primus
continued his oration, his Latin soaring to formal heights he
rarely used in everyday speech. While he talked, I looked over the
recruits. I thought perhaps I could turn half of them into
men-at-arms. The recruits would have differing motivations for
coming here. Some of them wanted to serve and defend Durandis.
Likely some of them wanted to get away from their families’
freeholds, or just their families. Others might have lost kinsmen
to the Mhorites and wished to avenge them.

“This is Optio Camorak,” said Primus,
gesturing at me, and I turned my full attention back to the
Decurion. “You already know Optio Murcius. Optio Camorak will take
charge of your training, and Optio Murcius will assist him. For the
next two months, as far as you are concerned Optio Camorak speaks
with the voice of the Dux, the High King, and the Dominus Christus
himself. Am I understood?”

Some of the men murmured their assent.

“Am I understood?” boomed Sir Primus, using
his field voice.

The young men answered more
enthusiastically this time.

“Optio, be about your work,” said Primus. I
bowed to him, and the knight strode off, leaving twenty young men
watching me with trepidation.

I set about justifying their
discomfort.

I had been a man-at-arms for twelve years,
ever since I had joined the Dux’s service at fifteen, and when I
had first joined I had hated my training and had thought my Optio a
cruel tyrant. Later I realized that his training had saved my life
again and again. In battle, following orders and knowing how to use
your weapons was the margin between life and death, and discipline
offered the men of Durandis an edge over the savage orcs of
Kothluusk or bands of kobolds raiding from the Deeps.

I was going to teach the recruits to fight
and survive, whether they liked it or not.

The first day we spent getting them to
march in an orderly fashion. Whenever they failed, I made them run
a lap around the courtyard, and then we tried again. Bit by bit
they started to get it through their heads. The day after that the
castra’s master of arms Sir Corlust joined us and began instructing
the recruits in the use of sword and spear and mace and javelin and
shield, showing them the proper way to hold the weapons and the
correct way to catch a blow upon a shield. The next day, in
addition to the other drills the master of horses began to teach
them to ride. Knights had their own horses and provided their own
weapons, but the men-at-arms used weapons from the Dux’s armories
and rode the Dux’s horses into battle when necessary. The recruits
also learned to clean and maintain their weapons and armor and how
to care for the horses.

The exercises and training had been done
this way for centuries. Back on Old Earth, in the Empire of the
Romans, there had been a man named Vegetius, and he had written a
book called “Concerning Military Matters.” Malahan Pendragon and
the other survivors of Arthur Pendragon’s realm had brought the
book with them. I knew how to read (which was one of the reasons I
had become an Optio), and so had read the book. The Romans had
trained their legions this way, and they had conquered most of Old
Earth, so the men of Andomhaim followed suit.

“You might hate this now, lads,” I said as
they went through their spear and shield drills, Sir Corlust
calling out the movements. I scowled at a man holding his spear
wrong, grabbed his hands, and adjusted his grip. “But in battle
there is no time to think, and what you learn now will save your
life. As Vegetius wrote, ‘A handful of men, inured to war, proceed
to certain victory, while on the contrary numerous armies of raw
and undisciplined troops are but multitudes of men dragged to
slaughter.’”

I remembered my old Optio quoting Vegetius
at me when I had been a recruit, and I had hated the stern old
bastard for it. Likely the recruits hated me now for it.

But my old Optio had been right to do
it.

I observed the recruits as I shouted
orders. In every group of ten men, I have found, there are six
competent men who are content to obey orders, one sluggard, one
troublemaker, and two natural leaders. Our new recruits followed
the pattern. We had troublemakers – one lad decided he didn’t feel
like checking his horse’s hooves for stones, and when I pressed
him, he tried to punch me. He made a botch of it, and I gave him a
sound thrashing. After that I had him flogged, and he was dismissed
from the Dux’s service.

The other troublemakers fell in line after
that. A salutary example can work wonders.

After the first week I thought most of them
would eventually make solid men-at-arms. Sir Primus would have to
dismiss a few of them – one lad was too nearsighted to do anything
right, but had the wits to make a good clerk, and if another ever
held a real sword he would slice his own damn foot off. A few of
them were natural leaders. They could keep their heads, and the
other recruits began to look to them for guidance. Likely Sir
Primus would make a few of them into Tessarios, the leaders of ten
men each, and some of them would become Optios or even Decurions in
time.

One recruit, though, was exceptional.

His name was Romilius, and he looked like a
rural young man from a prosperous freehold, strong and well-fed. He
was an orphan from the village of St. Matthew to the south, and he
had been raised by the monks of the village’s monastery. The lad
was pious enough to become a monk, but his nature was too vigorous
for a contemplative life. He took to weapons like a fish to the
waters, and he had the potential to become one of the best
swordsmen I had ever seen. That sort of aptitude could have turned
the other recruits against him, but the boy had the unusual gift of
humility. There was no arrogance to him, and the other recruits
seemed to like him, even the troublemakers.

I liked him, too. I was the Optio, and I
had to make sure not to show favorites, so I gave him as much work
as the others.

The headaches made that easy.

I didn’t drink at all during the first week
of training, but the damned headaches never went away. Sometimes it
was only a dull throb behind my eyes. Sometimes it felt as if
molten steel had been poured into my head and was sloshing around
the inside of my skull. It was just as well that an Optio was
supposed to be stern with the new recruits, because the headaches
did not help my disposition.

But we finished the first week of training,
and then the next day was a day of rest.
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I got drunk that night.

I had a ritual. I filled a waterskin with
whiskey, climbed to one of the curtain wall’s watch towers, and sat
and drank, gazing at the dark shapes of the mountains of Kothluusk
to the west. Sometimes I drank alone. Sometimes some of the other
Optios or Tessarios joined me.

Tonight, the Magistrius Mallister joined
me.

He was about fifty, thin and tough, his
sun-darkened skin a contrast against the white robe of a
Magistrius. Sometimes the Magistri put on airs, going on and on
about how they were the masters of magic and the true custodians of
the High King’s realm. Mallister, like me, had come from humble
origins (his father had been a farrier, mine a tavern keeper), and
he did not have the arrogance that marked some of the noble-born
Magistri.

And, by God, that man could hold his drink.
You’d think a little wiry fellow like him would be under the table
after the first cup, but I had never seen him anything more than
slightly tipsy, no matter how much he drank. Maybe the Magistri had
a spell to maintain sobriety.

“Well, Camorak,” said Mallister, holding
out his cup, “how are the new lads?”

I grunted and poured from the waterskin. I
was getting a bit dizzy, but my hands didn’t shake. “We’ll make
soldiers of most of them yet. Couple of them will have to go.” I
shook my head and took a drink. “They’re all so damned young.”

Mallister raised his gray eyebrows. “You’re
only twenty-seven. I’m fifty-two. How do you think I feel?”

“They’re young,” I said. “I’m old. You’re
ancient.”

The Magistrius snorted. “High praise,
indeed! If not for this excellent whiskey, I would take offense.”
He watched the mountains for a moment. “Heard one of the recruits
has a gift for swordplay.”

“Romilius?” I said. “Lad’s a natural. He
might even become a knight someday for valor in the field. Then
I’ll be taking orders from him.” I drained off the rest of my cup,
blinked at it, and then refilled it. “He’s not even uppity about
it.”

“Rare quality in a young man,” said
Mallister.

I shrugged. “Plenty of time for him to go
bad. He’s young yet.”

We sat in silence for a moment.

“What are you going to do tomorrow?” said
Mallister.

“Services at the chapel,” I said. Best to
set a good example for the recruits, but the thought of sitting
through one of the priest’s interminable homilies with a hangover
wasn’t a pleasant one. Not that God cared what happened to me. If
he did, then…

I took a long swallow to drown that
thought.

“Might walk down to the town,” I said.
“Play some cards, throw some dice. I could use a new cloak.
Winter’s coming on in a few months.”

“The blacksmith’s daughter got married,”
said Mallister. “He’s throwing a feast in a pavilion outside the
walls. Half the town will likely attend. You ought to go as well,
Camorak. Might do you some good.”

I snorted. “Doubt that.”

“Most of the unmarried women in the town
will turn up,” said Mallister. “Might be one of them will catch
your eye, or you’ll catch one of theirs…”

“No,” I said at once.

“It is not good for a man to be alone,”
said Mallister.

“Quoting the scriptures at me?” I said. “I
thought you were a Magistrius, not a priest.”

“The words are true regardless of who
speaks them,” said Mallister. He sighed. “I do not think Judith
would have wanted you to be alone the rest of your days.”

“No,” I said. “I am a foul-tempered drunk.
Is there some woman of the town you hate so much that you would
inflict me upon her?”

“You are an Optio in service to Dux Kors,”
said Mallister without reproof, “who has served honorably for
twelve years, who has defended the Dux’s lands from Mhorites and
kobolds and deep orcs. To put it bluntly, you would be the sort of
bachelor a mother would be delighted to introduce to her
daughters.”

“Widower, you mean,” I said, staring into
my cup.

“Yes, of course,” said Mallister. “I
misspoke. Forgive me.”

I shook my head. “I appreciate that you are
trying to do something kind for me, but if you really want to
help…”

“Stop talking?” said Mallister.

“That,” I said, “and you can do something
about these damned headaches.” I’d had a bad one all day, and the
whiskey had done nothing to take the edge off. It felt like a
hangover headache, but I hadn’t been drunk long enough to develop a
proper hangover.

Mallister frowned. “You’re still getting
headaches?”

“Aye,” I said. “I thought drinking was
supposed to kill your liver, not your head.”

“There is no limits to the evil of drink,”
said Mallister, drinking the last of his whiskey. Then he reached
over, put his hand on my shoulder, and cast a spell.

I flinched. Mallister was a friend, and the
magic of the Magistri was nothing like the blood sorcery the
Mhorite orcs wielded in the name of their murderous god, but I
still found magic uncanny and didn’t like it. Of course, the
Magistri had the power to heal wounds through their magic. Uncanny
or not, if I had the choice between having to spend weeks
recovering from a wound or healing from a spell, I would choose the
spell every time.

We soldiers are a practical breed.

Mallister’s hand flared with white light,
and a cold chill swept through me. He frowned for a moment, eyes
half-closed, and then shook his head and withdrew his hand.

“There’s nothing wrong with you as far as I
can tell,” said Mallister.

I snorted. “Nothing?”

“Nothing physical,” said Mallister. “Your
state of mind is another matter. But physically there’s nothing
wrong with you.” He scoffed. “Your liver is even in fine shape.
Won’t be if you keep drinking like this, though.”

“Then why do I have these headaches?” I
said.

“Damned if I know,” said Mallister. “I was
always better with warding spells. If you get cut up I can heal you
well enough, but illness…no, that was never my strength. He
shrugged. “Perhaps we can obtain leave from the Dux to visit
Tarlion. The greatest healers among the Magistri are there.”

I shook my head. “No. I’m not walking all
the way to Tarlion for a headache.”

“Perhaps it would help your headache,” said
Mallister, “if you met some of the women of the town.”

“God and the apostles!” I said, refilling
my cup. Was it the sixth time? The seventh? I really should keep
track of these things. “You’re as bad as Murcius. He keeps offering
to buy me a whore.” I shook my head, which hurt. “It’s just a
headache.”

I supposed I knew what was wrong with me,
but it was something that a Magistrius could not fix.

Or even whiskey.

It couldn’t hurt, though, so I drained my
cup.
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Over the next few weeks I spent most of my
time training the new lads.

After endless repetition, they started to
get better. Eventually I had them square off against each other in
individual duels, hammering at each other with wooden practice
swords. As ever, some of the recruits did better than others.
Romilius did the best, and the other recruits started to defer to
him. I thought Sir Primus might make him a Tessario after his first
year, if he did well.

After three weeks of training, Sir Primus
came to watch.

“How are they doing, Optio?” said the
knight.

“Well enough, sir,” I said. “Only lost five
of them so far.”

Primus looked startled. “Killed?”

“No, sir,” I said. “Two of them were
troublemakers, so I had to throw them out after beating some
politeness into their heads. Three of them just aren’t suited for
this kind of life, sir. No shame in that.”

“The shame would be in not admitting it,
and causing the death of other men,” said Primus.

“Aye,” I said. “So I let them go, no hard
feelings. The realm needs farmers. Can’t eat swords.”

“No, we cannot,” said Primus with a shake
of his head. “Dux Kors knows it, but not all the other nobles are
so wise. Young Dux Tarrabus and his proud young knights, for one.
But…well, that is not our concern. How are the rest of the recruits
shaping up?”

“They’ll do, sir,” I said. “Eventually.
Still pretty rough, but they’ve potential. Good raw material.
Romilius, in particular…I would keep an eye on him, sir. Lad’s a
natural leader, and already pretty good with a sword. Might make a
Decurion someday.”

“All in good time,” said Primus. “Think
they’re ready for a ride outside the castra?”

I frowned. “Problem, sir?”

“Some of the freeholders to the west of
Castra Durius have been complaining,” said Primus. “Cattle have
been going missing. Sheep, cows, pigs, snatched away in the
night.”

“Cattle thieves?” I said.

“That is one possibility,” said Primus.
“The freeholders are afraid it might be Mhorites.”

“The Mhorites would steal the cattle,” I
said. “They’d also kill the freeholders and leave their headless
bodies as a sacrifice to Mhor.”

“I thought as much,” said Primus. “Of
course, it might be kobolds or deep orcs scouting for targets. Or
an urvaalg or an ursaar, some manner of beast that kills for sport.
Either way, the Dux wants to send men to take a look. But all the
veteran men are patrolling the passes into Kothluusk…”

“Which means us,” I said.

“Aye,” said Primus. “Are they ready?”

“No, sir,” I said. “Not for a serious
fight. But…if we’re just chasing cattle thieves, they can handle
that.”

“New men must become seasoned me at some
point,” said Primus. “Now is as good a time as any. We shall leave
at dawn.”

“I’ll make the preparations, sir,” I said.
“Can I make a suggestion?”

“Of course,” said Primus. “We’ve been in
too many fights for me not to trust your judgment, Optio.”

I felt…well, if not pride, then something.
I respected Sir Primus, and I was glad he respected my judgment.
Even with my tendency towards drink.

“I think we should bring some veterans,” I
said. “If we run into something more dangerous than a few cattle
thieves, we’ll need men who can keep their heads.”

Primus considered for a moment, and then
nodded. “Sound counsel. I shall speak to the Dux.”
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We left at dawn, thirty men riding west
from the proud towers of Castra Durius. My recruits rode behind Sir
Primus, nervous and careful with the Dux’s horses. Scattered among
them rode a dozen veterans, men I had fought alongside in
skirmishes against the Mhorites and the kobolds. Magistrius
Mallister came with us just in case we encountered an urvaalg or an
ursaar or some other creature of dark magic. The ancient war beasts
of the dark elves were immortal, unless something killed them, but
only magic could wound a creature of dark magic. Normal steel would
not get the job done, though fire might. One urvaalg could tear
through thirty men-at-arms without breaking a sweat. A Swordbearer
and his magical soulblade could dispatch an urvaalg with ease, but
the Dux would not waste a Swordbearer hunting down cattle thieves.
He could spare a Magistrius, though, and so Mallister rode with us,
sitting at ease in his saddle, wearing a long white coat over
leather armor in lieu of his white robe.






I rode up and down the line to keep an eye
on the new men, my head throbbing. I hadn’t had any whiskey in
three days, but still my headache persisted. I wondered if I was
getting sick. Maybe I was about to die of some untraceable and
undetectable disease. Sometimes people died for no discernable
reason – their hearts stopped, or strange tumors consumed their
organs. Maybe such a tumor grew within me now.

The thought of death did not trouble me. I
might be a bitter drunk, but I had never abandoned my duty. When I
stood before the throne of the Dominus Christus and was judged for
my many, many sins, I could at least say that I had never abandoned
my duty. Maybe I would see Judith again. I could see Judith,
and…

I wanted a drink. I had to have a drink.
Else my thoughts would go to a dark place…

Of course, there was no way Sir Primus
would let us bring along strong drink in the field. Hell, I was an
Optio, and if any of the men-at-arms had brought along whiskey, I
would have flogged him myself. So instead I put my energies into
discipline. I made sure every saddle strap was tied tight, every
bowstring was stored properly, that every tabard was crisp and
every hauberk was free of rust. God help the man who was lax!

We rode west into the pine forests and
rocky foothills of western Durandis, the dark mountains of
Kothluusk towering over us. There were farms and fields and
pastures throughout the hills, but this close to the homeland of
the Mhorite orcs the houses were built tall and strong with arrow
slits for windows, and even the shepherds went about armed. I had
fought Mhorite raiders in these hills, along with creatures that
came from the caverns of the Deeps below the hills. Yet the hill
country seemed almost peaceful at the moment, without any trace of
Mhorites or more dangerous things.

For all that, a lot of sheep and pigs had
gone missing. The freeholders let us know about that at great
length.

“Must be a wolf pack,” I said to Mallister
as Sir Primus stood speaking with an aggravated freeholder. “Hungry
wolves out of Kothluusk.”

Mallister grunted. “Wolves wouldn’t make a
sheep disappear without a trace. They’d leave bones. Wolves don’t
drag sheep off to their lair to eat it.”

There were any number of creatures that
kept lairs and dragged victims off to be devoured. Of course, the
sort of creatures that did that would also break into the fortified
houses to devour the people within them.

“Cattle thieves, then,” I said. “Making off
with the cattle in the dead of night.”

“Sir,” said Romilius, sitting straight in
his saddle. I had taken out my ill temper on a few of the new
recruits who had been lax about tending their horses, but Romilius
had been diligent. “If they are cattle thieves…what will we do with
them?”

“Hang them,” I said. “The Dux doesn’t
tolerate brigands. If they want to steal, they can go steal from
the Mhorites, not from honest men of Andomhaim. If we are dealing
with bandits, they’ve probably built themselves a little nest
somewhere in a ravine or one of the ruined villages. If they’re
stealing cattle, eventually they’ll get bolder and start attacking
villages and freeholds. We’ll find them and teach them the error of
their ways.”

Primus bade the irate freeholder farewell
and rejoined us.

“Did he run out of complaints, sir?” I
said.

“Eventually,” said Primus, “but he did have
some useful information. He’s been talking with his neighbors. All
the disappearances have been around Mhazulask’s Hill.”

I knew the place. It was a hill a few miles
west, named for some old Mhorite warlord who had met his end there
a century past. It was also home to a ring of black standing stones
raised by the dark elves in ancient times, and those were bad
places. Dark magic lingered within those rings of standing stones,
and the Mhorite shamans could use those circles to augment their
spells. The dark power also sometimes drew things like urvaalgs or
ursaars or even worse creatures.

“Bad sign, sir,” I said. “That’s not a good
place. Perhaps we should return to Castra Durius and await a
Swordbearer.”

“We have a Magistrius,” said Primus.

“We do, sir knight,” said Mallister, “but
this Magistrius would also prefer the aid of a Swordbearer.”

Primus considered for a moment. “No. We’ll
press on. We have our orders, and if this was a creature of dark
magic, it wouldn’t stop with stealing cattle. Optio, prepare to
make for Mhazulask’s Hill.”

“Sir,” I said, and I gave commands to the
men. It took a bit to get the recruits into order, but soon we rode
west.

We reached Mhazulask’s Hill by late
afternoon, a grim, barren fist of rock that rose out of the
surrounding pine forests. Atop the hill stood a ring of black
standing stones, and I felt a faint queasy sensation as I looked
them, which wasn’t pleasant combined with my headache.

“We’ll camp at the base of the hill,” said
Primus. “Optio, select four groups of four men each. They are to
scout the area and report back. No man is to go off alone, and if
the scouts encounter any foes, they will return at once. We…”

“What the hell is that?” said one of the
new recruits, his voice rising with fear.

I turned, my first impulse to rebuke the
man for speaking out of turn. Then I saw the terror on his face,
saw his eyes widening as he groped for his sword. I turned again,
looking for what had frightened him so much.

Then a shadow swept over us, and I looked
up.

There was a reason whoever had stolen the
sheep and pigs hadn’t left any tracks. The stolen cattle hadn’t
been carried away.

They had been flown away.

The wyvern fell from the sky like a
green-scaled thunderbolt.

The creature was enormous, its body the
size of an adult ox, the limbs heavy with muscle and equipped with
razor-edged talons. Its wings spread like the sails of a ship, and
fierce yellow eyes glared from a head crowned with a bony crest,
its thick neck long and serpentine. Its greenish-black scales
looked as tough as steel, and the wyvern’s long, thick tail ended
with a barbed stinger glistening with black slime. A wyvern’s
poison was lethal, and could kill a strong man in moments.

“Scatter!” I shouted, but it was too late.
The wyvern swooped over us, and its stinger plunged into one of the
new recruits, punching through his armor to sink into his flesh.
The man screamed, yellow foam bubbling from his mouth, and he fell
from his mount, thrashing and moaning. The wyvern snatched another
man from his saddle, its talons closing around his head and
shoulders. I aimed a hasty sword stroke at the wyvern as it passed,
but my blade rebounded from the thick scales on its hind limbs. The
wyvern soared into the sky, dragging the screaming recruit with it,
and then it twisted its claws. The man’s headless corpse tumbled to
the ground, blood spurting from the ragged stump of his neck.

The wyvern let out a brassy cry of rage and
circled around for another pass. We didn’t dare run. The great
beast had claimed Mhazulask’s Hill as its lair, and it would regard
us as intruders. Wyverns were not magical creatures, and were not
immune to normal steel. Of course, with its thick scales, claws,
fangs, and that venomous tail, it hardly needed to fear normal
steel.

“Bows!” roared Primus, pointing with his
sword. “Bows, quickly, quickly!” The men-at-arms scrambled for the
short bows slung from their saddles, putting arrows to the
strings.

“Aim for the wings!” I said, sheathing my
sword and raising my bow. “The scales are too thick! Aim for the
wings!”

Mallister cast a spell, white light flaring
around his hands, and that light jumped from his fingers to sink
into the men-at-arms. I had seen him use that spell before. It was
a magical ward, armoring us in protective spells. It wouldn’t stop
a wyvern’s talons or fangs, but it would make us harder to
kill.

“Release at my command!” said Primus. He
sheathed his sword and took up a javelin, preparing to throw it as
the Roman legionaries in Vegetius’s book had done.

The wyvern swooped lower, coming down for
another attack. I felt the hateful weight of its serpentine yellow
eyes, and its fanged mouth yawned wide to unleash another brassy
bellow of rage. Thankfully, wyverns could not breathe fire the way
that a drake could, though that barbed stinger was just as lethal
as a fire.

“Hold!” I thundered as some of the new men
shifted away, their eyes wide and their faces wide with terror.
“Hold, damn you!”

“Now!” said Primus, drawing back his arm to
throw the javelin. “Release!”

I raised my bow and released, and a volley
of arrows shot towards the descending wyvern. About half the arrows
missed, but a quarter struck the wyvern’s flanks and neck,
rebounding from the thick scales there. My arrow slammed into the
wyvern’s right wing, punching a hole through the leathery flesh,
and four or five other arrows hit the wings. Primus’s javelin
struck the left wing and caught in it. The beating motion of the
wyvern’s wings pulled the javelin’s weight down, ripping through
the thin flesh, and the wyvern let out a scream of rage.

The impact also caused the wyvern’s left
wing to collapse, and the creature crashed into our midst, laying
about with its claws and talons, its stinger-tipped tail driving
forward like a whip. Three men died in the space of an instant. The
wyvern bit off the head of a recruit, the skull making a horrible
crunching noise in its jaws. It talons shredded through the tabard,
armor, and ribs of another recruit, and the man simply fell apart,
his innards landing in a pool of blood upon the ground. The stinger
punched into the chest of a veteran, and the man collapsed writhing
to the ground, yellow foam bubbling around his mouth and nostrils
as the venom ate its way through his flesh.

It all happened so fast there was no time
to react.

“Go for the head!” I shouted, yanking my
sword from its scabbard. I took a swing at the wyvern’s head,
aiming for its neck. I hit the neck, and my blade bit into the
thinner scales there. The wyvern roared, its bone-crested head
slamming into me. It struck me in the belly like massive club of
barbed bone. The impact didn’t penetrate my armor, but it did knock
me from my feet and send me sprawling, the breath blasted from my
lungs. For an awful moment I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe,
couldn’t even blink.

The wyvern surged toward me, its jaws
yawning wide. It would bite off my head. The creature’s vile
breath, a mixture of rotting meat and an acidic tang, filled my
nostrils.

So that was how I was going to die. Guess
the drink wouldn’t do for me after all.

The wyvern’s mouth shot towards me, and
then its head jerked to the side, the creature screaming with fury.
I glimpsed a blur behind its head, and I saw Romilius straddling
the wyvern’s thick neck. The wyvern jerked its head back, and
Romilius bounced a bit, but he was simply too heavy for the wyvern
to throw him off with a flick of his neck.

He also had an axe in his hands, which he
brought down once, twice, three times. On the third blow I heard
something snap in the wyvern’s head, and the blade sank to the
handle in the creature’s skull. Its entire body heaved, its
serpentine neck snapping back with enough force to send Romilius
sprawling, the axe still buried its head.

Then it slumped motionless to the ground,
its yellow eyes still staring at me, its massive wings twitching a
bit.

For a moment no one spoke.

I got to my feet, picking up my sword.

“Optio,” said Primus, breathing hard. “You
are uninjured?”

“Just a bit bruised, sir,” I said, my
frozen mind starting to work again. “You, you, you.” I pointed at
three of the new recruits. “Get our horses. The damned wyvern
spooked them off.” I pointed at two of the veterans. “You two.
Check the wounded. Magistrius Mallister, if you can do anything for
them…”

But he couldn’t. The wyvern had left
poisoned men, headless men, and the one poor fellow who had been
opened from throat to groin, but it had not left us with any
wounded men.

I put the recruits to work getting the
horses organized and preparing the slain men for transport back to
Castra Durius for burial. They’d had a nasty shock, but work was
the cure for that.

Hell, I’d had a nasty shock. I wanted a
stiff drink, but that wasn’t happening for a while, so I went to
work.

“A bad business, sir,” I said to Primus as
the men went about their tasks.

“It could have been worse,” said Primus,
shaking his head. “A wyvern. God and the saints! If I’d even
suspected, I would have set out with a stronger force. A wyvern
hasn’t been since this far south of the Wilderland since
Ardrhythain founded the Two Orders. Still, it could have been
worse. When I was a young man, I rode with some knights of
Coldinium in a hunt for a wyvern. The beast turned the tables on
us, and slew half our party before Sir Corbanic could land the
killing blow upon the creature. Speaking of that. Romilius!”

The young man hurried over. “Sir
Primus.”

“What on earth possessed you to start
hacking at the damned thing’s head like that?” said Primus.

Romilius hesitated. “It…seemed the thing to
do at the moment, sir. I figured the beast might not be able to
lift its head if I pinned its neck, and it was about to bite off
the Optio’s head, sir.”

“Indeed it was,” I said. “You did
well.”

“Aye,” said Primus. “We’ve lost good men
today, but we would have lost more of them if not for your quick
thinking, Romilius. Well done!”

A cheer rang out, and to my surprise the
men-at-arms had been listening to us. Romilius looked around,
embarrassed. It was the first time the boy had earned the accolades
of his peers, but I suspected it would not be the last.

My head still hurt, and getting knocked
over had not helped. God, but I wanted a drink.
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We returned to Castra Durius, and the slain
men were interred in the catacombs below the fortress with full
honors, the Dux’s own priests presiding over the burial rites as we
commended the men to the Dominus Christus. The day after that, Dux
Kors held a feast to celebrate the wyvern’s defeat. Sir Primus
Tulvan had been in command, so he received a reward. Romilius, as
the man who had struck down the wyvern, received a purse of gold.
Romilius insisted that the gold go to the widows and families of
the dead men, which so pleased the Dux that he gave the gold to the
widows and the orphans and instead rewarded Romilius with a new set
of armor, a new sword, and his choice of horses from the
stable.

After, I retreated to my favorite watch
tower to drink, and this time both Mallister and Romilius came with
me.

“Have a drink on the Optio, lad,” I said,
passing him a wooden cup. “God knows you earned it. If you had been
a little slower, I would be asking St. Peter for admission to the
kingdom of heaven.”

Romilius gave the cup of whiskey a dubious
glance, shrugged, and lifted it to his lips.

“Don’t drink it all at…” I started.

Romilius swallowed the entire thing in one
gulp. Mallister winced. About a heartbeat later, Romilius’s face
turned bright red and he started coughing, and I gave him a few
slaps on the back.

“Mother of God and all the saints!” he
wheezed at last. “That’s strong.”

“I’m friends with the miller in the town,”
I said. “Man has his own still, lets me buy direct from him.”

“I think the monks could have used this to
strip the paint off their walls,” said Romilius, blinking tears
from his eyes.

“Probably,” I said.

“And you drink this every night?” said
Romilius, astonished.

“No, not every night,” I said. “Never in
the field. Only on nights when I don’t have duty the next day.”

“Is it because…” said Romilius, and then he
shook his head.

“What?” I said.

“Nothing, sir,” said Romilius.

“Lad,” I said, “you saved my life. No,
don’t be modest. The wyvern would have bit off my head if you
hadn’t acted, and that’s that. If you don’t screw up, Sir Primus
will probably make you a Tessario by the end of the year. So that
means you can ask me questions.” I waved a hand at Mallister. “In
private, anyway. The Magistrius and I drink together, but in front
of the men I always defer to him, and he always defers to Sir
Primus. In front of the men, you’d damned well better hop when I
say jump. In private, though…well, we can be frank with each
other.”

“If you say so, sir,” said Romilius, taking
a deep breath. “Is it true what they say about you?”

I shared an amused look with Mallister. “I
can imagine what the men say about their Optio. Probably said the
same things myself when I was your age.” I expected him to say
something about the drinking or my foul temper.

“That you became a man-at-arms to avenge
your wife and child,” said Romilius, “who were slain by the
Mhorites?”

For a moment I was so surprised that I
couldn’t think of anything to say. I looked at Mallister, and he
seemed just as taken aback. Romilius shrank back a little, fearful
that I would explode.

Then Mallister and I burst out
laughing.

“No, no,” I said, once I got myself under
control, “no, it’s not like that. My wife died of plague, not the
Mhorites.” How she would have laughed at the thought. It made me
sound like some grim avenging champion from the old days, like a
Swordbearer going on a quest to rescue his lady love from an
urdmordar or an orcish warlock or something like that.

“Oh,” said Romilius. “I’m sorry, sir.”

I snorted. “Wasn’t your fault. Wasn’t
anyone’s fault.” I had tried to save her. I had galloped to Castra
Durius to fetch a Magistrius, killing my horse in the process.
Mallister had come with me, and we had ridden for the village in
haste. We had arrived a day too late. The fever had claimed both
her and my baby daughter. “I would have saved her, if I could. But
I couldn’t. I…”

We stood in silence for a moment. I poured
myself another cup and drained it in one swallow, my head buzzing.
It didn’t help my headache.

“So what do they really say?” I said at
last.

“They said the Mhorites slew your family,”
said Romilius, “and that you joined the Dux’s service to avenge
them.”

“No,” I said. “I’d been in the Dux’s
service for three years before I even met Judith.”

“Why did you join the Dux’s service, sir?”
said Romilius.

I shrugged. “My father was a tavern keeper,
and I hated scrubbing the vomit off the floor when the guests drank
too much. So I took service with the Dux…and then I wound up
scrubbing the barracks floor.”

Romilius burst out laughing, looked
embarrassed, and fell silent.

“What brought you here?” I said.

Romilius shrugged. “The monks at St.
Matthew raised me. I thought I would join their order, and then a
group of dvargir attacked one of the nearby villages. I realized I
could not spend my life behind monastery walls when I could fight,
not in good conscience. So I asked the abbot to write a letter to
the Dux…and here I am.”

“Noble,” I said.

“Also,” said Romilius. “I didn’t want to
become a monk because…uh…"

Mallister smiled. “A life of celibacy did
not appeal?”

“I think he’s trying to say he wants a
tumble with a pretty girl,” I said.

Romilius turned even redder. “Uh…if you’re
not waging vengeance upon the Mhorites, why do you stay, sir?”

I considered that. “Because it is my duty.
I took the Dux's oath. I will not betray it.”

Mallister nodded. “A good answer.”

I lifted my cup. “To duty, then.”

We toasted and drank. Romilius coughed
quite a bit, but managed to get all of his drink down. The young
man had many virtues, but holding his liquor was not one of
them.








###








Two weeks after that, the Dux himself came
with Sir Primus to speak with us in the courtyard.

I had a bad, bad headache. It was almost
enough to make me ask Sir Primus for a day of sick leave, but I
kept going. Drinking had not made me abandon my duty, and a damned
headache wasn’t going to do it, either.

Though I hadn’t drunk anything for three
days. Whatever was wrong with me, it wasn’t a hangover.

“Optio Camorak,” boomed Dux Kors Durius. He
was a huge man, built like a blacksmith, his face half-hidden
beneath a shaggy gray beard. “How fare the men?”

“Well enough, my lord,” I said, bowing. The
recruits hastily followed suit. Though they acted less and less
like recruits these days. They had seen firsthand how training and
discipline saved lives in battle, just as old Vegetius had said.
Had they panicked and scattered when facing the wyvern, the beast
would have picked us off one by one. Fear had always made them obey
my orders before, but now a heathy bit of self-preservation
motivated them as well.

“Splendid,” said Sir Primus, “for the Dux
has a task for us.”

“The Three Kingdoms of the dwarven kindred
lie beneath the mountains of Kothluusk,” said Kors, “and the King
of Khald Tormen is sending a taalvar – ah, their word for emissary
– to the Prince of Cintarra. To reach Cintarra, the taalvar and his
men must cross the lands of Durandis. Therefore, to uphold the
honor of Durandis, you shall escort the taalvar to Castra Durius
before he continues on his way to Cintarra.”

“We may face foes,” said Primus. “The
enmity between the dwarves of the Three Kingdoms and the orcs of
Kothluusk is ancient and deep, and predates the foundation of the
High Kingdom by centuries. If the Mhorites learn that a taalvar is
leaving Khald Tormen, they shall almost certainly try to kill him.
Of course, the taalvar shall have his own escort of dwarven
soldiers, but if the Mhorites try to attack him, we shall assist in
his defense.”

“Hence the escort,” said the Dux. “The
taalvar shall march along the main road from Castra Durius to the
Great Gate of Khald Tormen. Sir Primus, your company will ride out
and meet him along the road.”

“Optio,” said Primus. “Prepare for
departure. I wish to be on the road within the hour.”

“Sir,” I said, and I started giving orders,
trying to ignore my unending headache.








###








Just under an hour later, we rode west, Sir
Primus at the head of sixty men-at-arms. For this task, we had a
mix of veterans and new recruits, which was a relief. The new lads
were shaping up, but the Mhorites were vicious fighters, and I
wanted steady men with us. Magistrius Mallister had also been sent,
just in case one a Mhorite shaman decided to show his ugly face. As
bad as the Kothluuskan orcs were, the shamans of the blood god Mhor
were worse, and even the Mhorite warriors were afraid of them.

We rode west along the broad, wide road the
dwarves had cut from the foothills. Of old, when the High King had
first made alliance with the dwarves, the Three Kingdoms had
constructed the road to Castra Durius as a gesture of friendship.
It had weathered the centuries with the stubborn defiance of
dwarven engineering, and so was still flat and level. The Dux’s men
patrolled it often, so the Mhorites usually avoided it, preferring
instead to creep through the maze of gullies and valleys in the
foothills, even using the caverns of the Deeps to mask their
movements. So it seemed safe enough to assume we would not
encounter any trouble, but I had been a soldier too long to be an
optimist.

 

The corpses we saw a few hours after
leaving Castra Durius proved that correct.

Sir Primus called a halt, and we reined up.
A dozen orcish men in leather armor and chain mail lay scattered
across the road, all of them dead from sword or axe wounds. Their
faces had been tattooed red and marked with ritual scars, giving
their features the looks of hideous crimson skulls behind their
tusks. The crimson skull was the sigil of Mhor, the old orcish
blood god of death and murder, and in his honor the Mhorites carved
his symbol into their flesh.

“Looks like there was a sharp fight here,
sir,” I said, looking over the corpses.

One of the veteran men-at-arms, a wiry old
man named Philip, dropped from his saddle and considered the
ground. “I would say about a hundred Mhorites, Sir Primus, maybe a
hundred and fifty. It looks as if they ambushed a group of fifty
dwarves. Struck from either side of the road.”

“Cowardly, as befits the Mhorites,” said
Primus.

“Seems the dwarves had the better of it,” I
said. God and the saints, but my head hurt. “I don’t see any
dwarven dead.”

“Nor do I, sir,” said Philip. “I
think…wait!”

He pointed at the hills rising over the
road. Pine trees cloaked the sides of the hills, and a short figure
staggered from the trees, weaving back and forth as if drunk. It
was a dwarven man, standing just about five feet tall, broad and
strong and tough. He wore armor of bronze-colored dwarven steel, a
battered shield upon his left arm and a bloody sword in his right
fist. His helmet was missing, revealing his gray, granite-colored
skin, his black hair and beard, and his eyes like orbs of green
marble. The dwarven man staggered to the edge of the road and fell
to one knee, blood dripping down his cuirass.

“Magistrius,” said Primus. Mallister
dropped from his saddle, knelt next to the dwarven warrior, and
cast a spell, white fire flaring around his hands. The dwarf
flinched, and Mallister went rigid, his eyes widening, his teeth
clenched in a rictus. He had told me once that to heal wounds he
had to take the pain of the injury into himself, that he felt the
wound as if the sword had pierced his own flesh. It didn’t sound
like a pleasant experience, but I envied him that. Perhaps if I had
possessed that ability, I could have saved Judith and the baby,
maybe…

I shook my head. My thoughts were
wandering, and that was dangerous in a crisis. Maybe I should have
asked for sick leave after all.

The dwarf straightened up, his green eyes
wide. He looked tired and worn, but better than he had a moment
earlier. Mallister let out a long breath and straightened up,
wiping sweat from his forehead.

“He should live, Sir Primus,” said
Mallister.

The dwarven warrior said something in the
strange, jagged language of his kindred.

Primus frowned. “Do you speak Latin?”

“He does not, sir knight,” said Mallister,
“but I speak some dwarven.” He listened for a moment as the dwarven
warrior spoke, his bronze-colored gauntlets flashing in the sun as
he gestured. “They were attacked. Ah…Mhorite orcs, a large warband.
Hit from both sides. The taalvar…the taalvar’s name is Azandran. He
defeated the Mhorites in a battle in the Deeps, and they have come
for revenge. Some of the taalvar’s warriors were slain. The
remaining dwarves have formed a shield wall and fallen back, trying
to hold off the Mhorites.” Mallister listened to the warrior’s
narration for a moment, nodding here and there. “Sir Primus, the
fighting was recent, nor more than a few moments ago. If we hasten,
we might be able to attack the Mhorites while they focus upon the
dwarves…”

“And then catch them between the hammer and
the anvil,” I said.

Mallister nodded. “Precisely.”

“Then let us hasten,” said Primus. “Optio,
make sure our guest gets a horse.”








###








We found the battle about a mile further
into the hills.

A score of dead Mhorites and a half a dozen
dead dwarves lay upon the road, the blood pooling beneath their
bodies. The battle had moved off the road, the dwarves falling back
towards the hills. They had formed an interlocking shield wall,
stabbing with spears and swords through the gaps in their
shields.

Nearly a hundred Mhorite warriors faced
them. The Kothluuskan orcs threw themselves at the dwarven shields
in a frenzy, hammering at their foes with axes and maces. The
dwarves had superior armor and better discipline, but the Mhorites
fought with a bloodthirsty madness, screaming cries to their bloody
god of murder. They were pushing the dwarves back, and the dwarven
warriors were running out of space. Once they reached the base of
the hill, their formation would collapse, and the Mhorites would
carry the day.

Unless the dwarves had help.

“Men of Durandis!” shouted Primus, raising
his spear. “Charge! Charge now!”

The men-at-arms, veterans and recruits
both, shouted and kicked their horses to a gallop, racing for the
Mhorites in a wall of swords and spears and stamping hooves. The
veterans moved smoothly, keeping to a solid line, but to my
surprise the recruits kept up, staying more or less in formation.
Romilius kept in formation next to some of the veterans, lowering
his spear with easy grace.

We smashed into the Mhorites. Infantry can
withstand a charge of horsemen, but only if they are properly
arrayed and prepared, with spears braced to receive the enemy. The
Mhorites had no spears, and encircled the dwarven formation in a
ragged half-circle. It was one of the worst formations possible for
meeting a charge of heavy horse, and we proved it as we trampled
the Mhorites like wheat. A dozen of the orcish warriors went down
beneath stamping, steel-shod hooves, and a dozen more perished upon
the tips of our spears. I drove my spear through a Mhorite, the
steel head punching through his leather armor and burying itself in
his heart. The impact ripped the spear from my hand, and I drew my
sword with a steely rasp. I whipped the blade around and it sank
halfway into a Mhorite’s neck. Another warrior came at me,
brandishing an axe, and I managed to get my shield up in time to
block. Splinters flew from the impact, and I staggered back in the
saddle, but I raised my sword and brought it down with a shout.

The blade struck the crown of the Mhorite’s
head, sending the warrior sprawling to die beneath the hooves of my
horse.

I turned my mount, seeking new foes, but
the battle was already over.

It hadn’t been that long, but a battle
always felt like an eternity. Most of the Mhorites had been slain
or crippled in the fury of our charge, and the dwarves had burst
from their formation, killing with every step. The surviving
Mhorites fled to the west as fast as their legs could carry them,
and a few bands of our veterans were hunting them down at leisure.
I sought for any wounded. The Mhorite wounded were too dangerous to
leave alive, and we would dispatch them with a quick slash to the
throat. I didn’t see any our men wounded, which surprised me. There
were always causalities in battle, no matter how well things
went…

My frown deepened.

Romilius lay sprawled upon the ground,
twitching a little as he stared at the sky. His horse wandered a
few yards away. An axe blow had penetrated his armor, carving a
hideous gash down his chest and into his side. His innards hadn’t
quite fallen out, but if he moved, he would likely die.

“Mallister!” I shouted. “Wounded!”

Mallister galloped over, took one look at
Romilius, and grimaced.

My headache pulsed and throbbed behind my
eyes.

“Can you heal him?” I said.

“No,” said Mallister, his voice grim. “The
wound is too severe. It is beyond my skill. One of the masters of
the Magistri could perhaps manage it…but I fear I cannot. I am
sorry.”

The headache thundered through my
skull.

I dropped from my saddle, looking down at
the dying young man. He was awake, but I don’t think he was
completely conscious. That, at least, was a small mercy. He was an
orphan, so I wouldn’t have to write a letter to his mother and
father. I suppose the monks of St. Matthew would need to know…

His hideous wounds seemed to burn before my
eyes.

The pain in my head was indescribable. Like
fire welling up inside of my skull.

“Camorak?” said Mallister. “Camorak, are
you wounded?”

“I…I don’t think so,” I said. “God, the
fire…”

I shook my head, which was a bad idea,
since that made it hurt worse. The fire in my blood seemed to
intensify further.

Mallister’s eyes got wide. “Camorak! My
God! What are you…”

I fell to my knees next to Romilius, and
the fire in my blood seemed to burst from my skin. The wounds in
the boy’s torso called to the fire, and I focused upon it,
directing the fire towards it.

And I pulled his wound into me.

I screamed as pain erupted through me, as I
felt the axe blow rip my chest open. I wanted to push the pain
away, to shove it back into Romilius and let him die. Instead I
gritted my teeth and held on, forcing the pain to remain in my
flesh as the fire poured into Romilius.

And then all the pain vanished, and my
headache disappeared with it.

“By the Dominus Christus,” whispered
Mallister.

Romilius’s wounds had vanished. He sat up,
looking bewildered.

“Optio?” he said. “What…happened?”

“Oh, good. I think my headache went away,”
I said.

I fell over and passed out.
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“The magic of the Well of Tarlion has
manifested within you,” said Mallister.

I shook my head. “That doesn’t make sense.
I’m not…I’m not a Magistrius.”

“I’m afraid,” said Mallister, “that you’ll
have to be.”

We stood on the road with Sir Primus as the
men went about their work. The dwarves tended to their wounded, and
the men-at-arms prepared to escort the taalvar and his warriors to
Castra Durius.

“It is the law of the High King,” said
Mallister. “All those who manifest magical ability must be taken to
Tarlion to be trained in the ways of the Order of the
Magistri.”

“I’m twenty-seven years old,” I said. “I
thought only children were trained as Magistri.”

“Sometimes the power manifests at a later
age,” said Mallister. “As it did for you. Look at it this way,
Camorak. You saved Romilius. Perhaps now you will have a chance to
save others.”

“I am a soldier,” I said. “A man-at-arms in
service to the Dux of Durandis.”

“Optio Camorak,” said Primus. “I think the
time has come to give you my final order. Go to Tarlion with
Mallister, and train to become a Magistrius.”

I sighed. “As you command, sir.”

It seemed my time as a soldier was
finished, yet that did not trouble me as much as I thought.

I thought of Romilius, of the leader and
knight he would one day be because he had not died from the axe
wound.

My duty as a soldier was over, but perhaps
it was time for a different duty.








THE END
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FROSTBORN: THE FIRST QUEST Chapter 1 - The
Archmage








In the Year of Our Lord 1469, the court of
the Dux Gareth Licinius celebrated the Festival of the Resurrection
in the great hall of Castra Marcaine.






Ridmark Arban walked across the hall, his
boots clicking against the black and white tiles of the floor. He
wore his finest tunic and mantle, both crimson with gold trim. A
sword belt of black leather encircled his waist, the soulblade
Heartwarden resting in its scabbard there. He felt the sword’s
magic, his link to its power. He had felt it ever since he had
become a Swordbearer, ever since he had spent the night in vigil in
the Chamber of the Well within High King’s citadel of Tarlion.

But now the sword’s magic was quiet.

For today was not a day of battle, but a
day of celebration.

The gates of the Castra had been thrown
wide, and townsmen and freeholders from the nearby farms filled the
courtyards, feasting and drinking in honor of the Dominus
Christus’s resurrection and the Dux’s generosity. Ridmark thought
it a curious custom, but found that he approved. He had grown up in
the south, in the court of Castra Arban, in the great cities of
Tarlion and Cintarra. There the high nobles, the Comites and the
Duxi, kept themselves aloof from the townsmen and the
freeholders.

But here in the Northerland, life was
harder and more dangerous. The southern reaches of Andomhaim had
been cleansed of creatures of dark magic since the defeat of the
urdmordar and the Frostborn, but the Northerland was far more
dangerous. Urvaalgs and ursaars and worse things haunted the hills.
Pagan orcs raided out of the Wilderland, and kobolds dragged
victims into the darkness of the Deeps.

Rich and poor, lords and commoners, often
had to fight side by side.

And so they feasted together to celebrate
the end of winter and the end of Lent.

Ridmark joined a man and a boy who stood
together near one of the pillars. The man was short and stocky,
with curly red hair and green eyes, while the boy was tall and
lean, with olive-colored skin and black hair. The man was nineteen
years old, Ridmark’s age, while the boy was still sixteen, but
neither one of them were Swordbearers.

Few men carried a soulblade at the age of
nineteen.

But, then, few men had slain an urdmordar
at the age of eighteen.

Ridmark pushed aside the thought. He had
earned great renown for that victory, but he did not want to think
about Gothalinzur now.

Nor of the disturbing things she had told
him.

“Sir Ridmark,” said Sir Joram Agramore, the
shorter of the two men. “A blessed day to you.” He was already
slightly unsteady on his feet, no doubt from his fondness for wine.
“A pity the tournament is not today.”

The boy, Constantine Licinius, frowned.
“Today is a holy day, Sir Joram, and it is proper that we do not
fight, but dwell in peace.”

“Yes, true enough,” said Joram, “but we
must be vigilant. The pagan orcs and the dark elves do not respect
holy days, and we must be ready to fight. Did not the Frostborn
come out of the north on the day of the Festival of the Nativity? A
knight of Andomhaim must ever be ready for battle!”

Ridmark laughed. “So we must fight in the
tournament to prepare for battle?”

“Exactly!” said Joram. “You understand,
sir. Indeed, you understand better than most. A Swordbearer at
eighteen? Ha!” He slapped Ridmark upon the shoulder. “You’ll have
your pick of the ladies, I’m sure.”

“Sir Ridmark’s father the Dux of Taliand
will likely pick his wife,” said Constantine.

Joram grinned. “Sir Ridmark’s father the
Dux of Taliand has four older sons. Likely he will let the Hero of
Victrix pick his own wife.”

“Don’t call me that,” said Ridmark.

“Anyway, I think,” said Joram, “that the
man who earnestly claims not to be the Hero of Victrix already has
his mind made up.”

He looked across the hall, and Ridmark
followed his gaze.

The Dux of the Northerland, Gareth
Licinius, stood upon the dais, clad simply in a red tunic and
mantle. Like Constantine, he had olive-colored skin, though his
black hair had long ago turned gray. His family claimed descent
from Septimius Severus, one of the Emperors of the Romans from Old
Earth, and Gareth indeed looked like an emperor, stern and
commanding. His older sons, all knights and Swordbearers and
Comites of renown, stood near him.

Aelia stood next to the Dux, watching her
father as he spoke.

She resembled both her father and her
brothers, with the same curly black hair and green eyes. Yet she
was beautiful, radiantly so, and Ridmark felt a little jolt
whenever he looked at her. He had learned to distrust beauty after
he had learned how the urdmordar and their daughters could
shapeshift into forms of stunning loveliness.

Yet Aelia did not have a malicious bone in
her body. She had taken over much of the household management of
Castra Marcaine after her mother had died. And she saw to it that
no one in Castra Marcaine or its town when hungry, that the sick
and orphans and widows were cared for in the town’s church.

She saw him looking, smiled, and then
looked down. Her younger sister Imaria caught him looking and
scowled.

“Ha!” said Joram, slapping Ridmark on the
shoulder again. “The Lady Aelia likes you, my friend.”

Ridmark expected Constantine to protest,
but the squire only nodded. “Indeed, Sir Ridmark. I think you would
make a worthy husband for my sister. Certainly better than some of
her other suitors.”

Joram snorted. “And who might you mean by
that?”

“It would be uncouth and unbecoming to say,
sir,” said Constantine, and then fell silent.

The man Constantine meant walked towards
them, his followers trailing after.

Ridmark stepped forward, resisting the urge
to reach for Heartwarden. Another knight approached him, a tall,
lean man about Ridmark’s own age with close-cropped blond hair, a
neatly trimmed beard, and blue eyes like disks of ice. Several
other knights followed him, like wolves trailing the leader of the
pack.

They stared at each other, waiting for the
other to speak.

“Sir Ridmark,” said Tarrabus Carhaine at
last.

“Sir Tarrabus,” said Ridmark.

They had never gotten along, from the day
both had arrived at Castra Marcaine to serve as squires. Later
Ridmark had tried to put their rivalry behind him. Tarrabus was the
eldest son of the Dux of Caerdracon, would one day be the Dux
himself. If he was arrogant and proud, that was no different from
the children of many other lords and knights, and perhaps Tarrabus
would grow out of it.

But while he could not deny Tarrabus’s
courage or skill with a blade, Ridmark’s dislike of the man had
only grown. He was brutal and merciless to anyone in his way. If a
freeholder or a townsman annoyed him, he sent his followers to
harass and torment the unfortunate man. Once, when they had gotten
drunk together with the other squires, he had told Ridmark that he
thought of the peasants as cattle, as beasts to be shaped and used
as their lords wished.

Ridmark had given up trying to make peace
with Tarrabus after that, and would have preferred to ignore
him.

But Tarrabus wanted to wed Aelia, and
Tarrabus would one day be the Dux of Caerdracon.

“A blessed Festival of the Resurrection to
you, Swordbearer,” said Tarrabus. He was always polite. Ridmark had
heard that Tarrabus had once killed a man, and then bid his
children a pleasant day before departing.

“And you, sir knight,” said Ridmark. “I did
not see you at the mass this morning.”

The knights behind him laughed, but
Tarrabus lifted a hand and they fell silent at once.

“I attended private masses in the chapel at
dawn,” said Tarrabus, “as is proper for a man of noble birth,
rather than attending the church of the ignorant rabble in the
town. I sometimes think the teachings of the church are useful for
the commoners, to teach them how best to spend their insignificant
lives, but are useless for men of power and rank.”

“That borders upon blasphemy,” said
Constantine.

Tarrabus spread his hands. “Have I denied
God or his Dominus Christus? I have not. God has given us, the
lords of Andomhaim, power over lesser men. We must use it as we see
fit.”

“We must use it for the defense and welfare
of the realm,” said Ridmark, “not to glorify ourselves.”

Tarrabus almost smiled. “You shall quote
the Pact of the Two Orders at me next, sir.”

“It speaks wisdom,” said Ridmark. “The
Magistri are only to use their magic for defense, for knowledge,
and for healing. Never to harm another mortal. It is a wise
provision. Else we shall be like the dark elves, ruled by cruel
sorcerers of power, or like the pagan orcs, beholden to shamans of
blood spells.”

“Perhaps we are not wise,” said Tarrabus.
“Perhaps it would be better if we used our magic as a weapon. The
dark elves can live for millennia, and the urdmordar are immortal.
We live but a short span of years, and face foes of tremendous
power. Perhaps if we used magic to elevate ourselves, to
ascend…”

“As Eve ate of the tree to ascend to the
knowledge of good and evil?” said Ridmark.

Tarrabus offered a short, hard smile. “Let
us leave theological speculation to the priests. There is news of
more immediate interest. It seems that the Dux wishes for his
daughter to wed soon.”

Constantine frowned. “It is unseemly to
gossip about my sister, sir.”

One of Tarrabus’s knights, a scowling man
named Paul Tallmane, glared at Constantine. “You should keep a
respectful tongue in your mouth, boy. You are addressing the future
Dux of Caerdracon."

Again Tarrabus lifted a hand, and Paul
stopped talking. “What gossip is there, boy? I merely repeat common
knowledge. The Dux is fond of his grandchildren, and he would like
more. And Aelia is a noblewoman both fair in face and character,
ripe to be wed.”

Ridmark shrugged. “I am sure the Dux will
choose a worthy husband for her.”

“A man of high noble birth, set to rise
higher,” said Tarrabus.

“Or,” said Joram, “a knight of renown, who
has made a name with great deeds. A Swordbearer, perhaps.” He
shrugged. “Though I am sure I cannot think of such a man.”

Tarrabus started to answer, then the Dux
cleared his throat, the hall falling silent.

“My friends,” said Dux Gareth Licinius in
his deep voice, “I bid you welcome to my hall, on this joyous day
of Our Lord’s resurrection. We have faced many challenges this
winter, with raids from both the orcs of the Wilderland and from
the Deep.” He nodded in Ridmark’s direction. “And an urdmordar even
sought to enslave one of our villages. But by God’s mercy and the
valor of our knights, we have survived, and both Lent and the
winter are over. Let us then give thanks to God, and make merry
with food and drink and dancing.” A page hurried over with a goblet
of wine, and Gareth took a drink and lifted the goblet.

“To the Northerland and the High King!” he
shouted.

“To the Northerland and the High King!” the
guests roared back.

A cheer went through the hall, and the
musicians upon the balconies started playing a lively song. The
lords and the knights went to the ladies and started to pair up,
dancing over the black and white tiles of the floor.

“Pardon me, sirs,” said Ridmark, with a bow
to both Tarrabus and Joram.

Tarrabus opened his mouth to answer, but
before he could, Ridmark strode away and approached the Dux’s
dais.

Gareth looked at him, an amused look on his
face. “Sir Ridmark.”

“My lord Dux,” said Ridmark. “I hope you
are well.”

“I am,” said Gareth, “for a man of my age.
Ah, but these northern winters get harder to endure every
year.”

“I wish to ask something of you, my lord,”
said Ridmark.

“Certainly. You did a great service to my
lands and people when you slew the urdmordar Gothalinzur.”

“I ask for the honor of the first dance of
the evening with Lady Aelia,” said Ridmark.

Gareth chuckled. “Well, that is hardly mine
to give.” He looked at his daughter.

Aelia smiled. “If I must, father, I shall
bear up under this dreadful burden.” She grinned, holding out a
hand, and Ridmark took it. His hand went on her left hip, their
right hands twining together, and he led her upon the floor of the
hall, moving in time to the music.

“Shall we go faster?” said Ridmark.

Her smile widened. “Only if you think you
can keep up, sir knight.”

Ridmark laughed, their heels clicking
against the floor.

“Poor Tarrabus,” said Aelia. “He looks like
he wants to rip off someone’s head.”

Ridmark opened his mouth, and then closed
it. He was only nineteen, but he still knew enough of women to
realize that pointing out his rival’s flaws would not be
productive.

“Well,” he said. “If he wanted the first
dance, he should have been faster. Fortune does favor the bold, my
lady.”

“How flattering,” she murmured. “The sons
of two Duxi, racing to dance with me. And I will not even inherit
my father’s lands and titles.”

“They come with much responsibility,” said
Ridmark. “Your father labors endlessly to bear his burdens.”

“You aided him with that,” said Aelia,
“when you slew Gothalinzur.” Ridmark grimaced. “I know you do not
like to be reminded of what you did at Victrix, but it was a great
deed.”

“It was necessary,” said Ridmark. “And I
had help. I could not have done it alone.”

“So have said all the great heroes of
history,” said Aelia.

“I have no wish to be a hero,” said
Ridmark. “Merely to discharge my responsibilities with honor.”

“As do I,” said Aelia. “Like my father, I
must do what is best for the people of the Northerland.”

Which, Ridmark wondered, meant wedding
Tarrabus Carhaine?

“You look so grim,” said Aelia.

“I always look grim,” said Ridmark. “I’m
smiling now. See?”

He kept his expression the same.

Aelia laughed. “If you look like that when
you are happy, I dread to think of what you must look like in a
fury.”

“I think we are talking too much,” said
Ridmark. “We should dance instead.”

Her eyes lit up. “If we must.”

They moved across the floor, revolving
around each other. In the southern courts, the dances were slower,
more solemn. Here in the north, they were faster and wilder, and he
saw a sheen of sweat appear upon Aelia’s brow. Again and again they
bumped into each other, sometimes by accident, sometimes not, and
every touch sent a thrill through Ridmark. He wanted to pull her
close and kiss her more than he had ever wanted anything, but he
would not dishonor her and her father.

Though if he found her alone, perhaps in a
stairwell or a corridor, he would dare a kiss. And if she did not
slap him, he would dare another.

The song ended, and a smattering of
applause went through the hall. Ridmark and Aelia stepped apart and
bowed to each other. She looked at his belt and frowned.

“What’s that?” she said.

For an excruciating moment Ridmark wondered
if his body had betrayed him into embarrassment, and then realized
she was talking about something else.

About his soulblade.

Pale white light leaked from the edges of
the scabbard.

His embarrassment turned into alarm, and he
slid Heartwarden a few inches from its scabbard. A soulstone had
been embedded in the blade above the crosspiece. It looked like a
chunk of rough white crystal, but it was the source of the blade’s
magic.

“It’s glowing,” said Aelia.

Ridmark shook his head. “It only does that
when I draw upon its power, or…”

Or when creatures of dark magic were
near.

“My lord Dux!” shouted Ridmark, his voice
cutting through the hall.

Gareth saw his blade and rose from his
chair. Ridmark saw that the other Swordbearers in attendance had
drawn their soulblades, their soulstones also shining with a pale
white light.

“My lords and knights!” said Gareth.
“Defend yourselves! There are foes among us.”

There was no panic. Everyone in the room
had lived through kobold or orcish raids, and knew what to do. The
men drew their swords or lifted maces. The women hurried to take
the children and the servants in hand, leading them towards the
chapel.

The doors to the great hall swung open with
a groan. Torchlight blazed in the courtyard outside, but Ridmark
heard no signs of alarm.

A tall figure in a long red coat stood in
the doorway, his shadow falling into the hall.

Follow this link to continue
reading Frostborn:
The First Quest
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4439).
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The Demonsouled Saga

MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK is a wandering knight,
fearless in battle and masterful with a sword.






Yet he has a dark secret. He is
Demonsouled, the son of the ancient and cruel Old Demon, and his
tainted blood grants him superhuman strength and speed. Yet with
the power comes terrible, inhuman rage, and Mazael must struggle to
keep the fury from devouring him.

But he dare not turn aside from the
strength of his blood, for he will need it to face terrible
foes.

The priests of the San-keth plot and scheme
in the shadows, pulling lords and kingdoms upon their strings. The
serpent priests desire to overthrow the realms of men and enslave
humanity. Unless Mazael stops them, they shall force all nations to
bow before the serpent god.

The Malrag hordes are coming, vast armies
of terrible, inhuman beasts, filled with a lust for cruelty and
torment. The Malrags care nothing for conquest or treasure, only
slaughter. And the human realms are ripe for the harvest. Only a
warrior of Mazael’s power can hope to defeat them.

The Dominiar Order and the Justiciar Order
were once noble and respected, dedicated to fighting the powers of
dark magic. Now they are corrupt and cynical, and scheme only for
power and glory. They will kill anyone who stands in their way.

To defeat these foes, Mazael will need all
the strength of his Demonsouled blood.

Yet he faces a far more terrible foe.

For centuries the Old Demon has manipulated
kings and lords. Now he shall seize the power of the Demonsouled
for himself, and become the a god of torment and tyranny.

Unless Mazael can stop him.

Read Demonsouled
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=880) for free.
Mazael's adventures continue in Soul of
Tyrants (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=911),
Soul
of Serpents
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The
Tournament Knight
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Get the first three books bundled together in Demonsouled
Omnibus One
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The Ghosts Series








Once CAINA AMALAS was the shy daughter of a
minor nobleman, content to spend her days in her father’s
library.

Then sorcery and murder and her mother’s
treachery tore her life apart.

Now she is a nightfighter of the Ghosts, an
elite agent of the spies and assassins of the Emperor of Nighmar.
She is a master of disguise and infiltration, of stealth and the
shadows.

And she will need all those skills to
defend the Empire and stay alive.

Corrupt lords scheme and plot in the
shadows, desiring to pull down the Emperor and rule the Empire for
their own profit and glory. Slave traders lurk on the fringes of
the Empire, ready to seize unwary commoners and sell them into
servitude in distant lands. Yet both slave traders and cruel lords
must beware the Ghosts.

The Magisterium, the Imperial brotherhood
of sorcerers, believe themselves the rightful masters of the
Empire. With their arcane sciences, they plan to overthrow the
Empire and enslave the commoners, ruling all of mankind for their
own benefit. Only the Ghosts stand in the path of their sinister
plans.

And the Moroaica, the ancient sorceress of
legend and terror, waits in the shadows, preparing to launch a war
upon the gods themselves. She will make the gods pay for the
suffering of mankind...even if she must destroy the world to do
it.

Caina Amalas of the Ghosts opposes these
mighty enemies, but the cost might be more than she can bear.

Read Child of the
Ghosts (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1057)
for free. Caina's adventures continue in Ghost in the
Flames (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1265),
Ghost
in the Blood
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Ghost
in the Surge
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the short stories Ghost
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Ghost
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Ghost
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The
Fall of Kyrace
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Ghost
Undying (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4662),
Ghost
Light (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5653),
and Ghost
Dagger (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2371).
Get the first three books bundled together in The Ghosts
Omnibus One
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4484), and get the
first four short stories bundled together in a World of the
Ghosts Volume One
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5669).
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Caina Amalas was a nightfighter of the
Ghosts, the spies and assassins of the Emperor of Nighmar, and
through her boldness and cunning saved the Empire and the world
from sorcerous annihilation.

But the victory cost her everything.

Now she is exiled and alone in the city of
Istarinmul, far from her home and friends. Yet a centuries-old
darkness now stirs in Istarinmul, eager to devour the city and the
world itself.

And Caina is the only one that stands in
its way...

Read Ghost in the
Cowl (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4903),
Ghost
in the Maze
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5090), Ghost in the
Hunt (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5244),
Ghost
in the Razor
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5553), Ghost in the
Inferno (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5759),
and Ghost in the
Seal (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5924),
along with the short stories Ghost
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), and
Ghost
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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
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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), and Frostborn:
The World Gate
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6028), 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), and
The
Soldier's Tale
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6045). 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).

***


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).
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