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  RIDMARK ARBAN was once an honored Swordbearer. Now he is a disgraced exile, outcast and alone.




  To redeem himself, he seeks the secret of the return of the Frostborn, a secret guarded by the mysterious Elder Shamans of Qazaluuskan Forest.





  But deadly predators rule the forest, and those predators seek Ridmark's death...
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  The Ruin Gate




  





  Ridmark and his new companion made good time through the foothills of the Lion Mountains.





  He had been concerned at first, perhaps unfairly, that Ansa of the Ghost Path would not be able to keep up with him. She was a halfling, and her shorter stature meant her strides were not as long as his. He also wondered if the Gemspeakers of the Hidden People were like the Magistri of Andomhaim, more comfortable with books and scrolls than with the rigors of the wilderness.




  Fortunately, his fears proved unfounded. Ansa was quick and nimble, and she moved with silent haste as they left the Qazaluuskan Forest behind and followed the River of Fangs through the foothills of the Lion Mountains. She knew how to handle herself in the wilderness as well as he did, and she could move with greater stealth. Ansa was also a better shot with her bow and brought down rabbits and deer with regularity. Ridmark had not eaten so well since he had set out from the Northerland to find the Elder Shamans. 




  He also had not listened to so much conversation since leaving the Northerland, because Ansa, Gemspeaker of the Ghost Path tribe of the Hidden People, liked to talk.




  That surprised him because she had been so taciturn when they had met, but that came and went in spurts. For hours, she would remain silent, but then she would talk about life in her village. She told him about the various intrigues of her sisters and brothers (she was the youngest of nine children), and the skirmishes the Ghost Path had fought against the manetaurs and the dvargir and the sea orcs and the muridachs and others. She also spoke at length about her betrothed Marcomer, who had vanished in Urd Drysaar. According to Ansa, Marcomer was the bravest warrior and the most powerful Gemspeaker of the Ghost Path, and once he returned successfully from Urd Drysaar, the rest of the Ghost Path would recognize him for it.




  Ridmark wondered if her obvious love for Marcomer colored her vision. Well, there was nothing wrong with that. A woman ought to love her betrothed. He just hoped Marcomer was worthy of her, for Ridmark had come to admire Ansa’s bravery and skill. 




  He also hoped Marcomer was still alive, but that didn’t seem likely. 




  “Wait,” said Ridmark in the orcish tongue. It was the only language they shared. “I have a question.”




  “Then speak it, human Ridmark,” said Ansa. Her blond hair was bound tight in a braid, her blue eyes enormous in her pale, sharp-featured face. Ridmark always thought that halflings looked oddly child-like, though Ansa was old enough to wed and have children of her own. 




  “You said you came through the Lion Mountains to the north,” said Ridmark.




  “That is correct,” said Ansa. “There is a pass through the mountains there. It leads to the northern reaches of the Qazaluuskan Forest. There is another pass far to the south, but I would have had to cross the Range of the manetaurs.”




  “I know that pass,” said Ridmark. “It opens into Caertigris, one of the lands ruled by the High King of Andomhaim. But you said that sometimes warriors of the Hidden People use a narrow pass to reach Urd Drysaar. Why didn’t you take the narrow pass?”




  “It is too dangerous,” said Ansa. “There are many tribes of muridachs in the Deeps below the Lion Mountains, and the peaks themselves are home to many dangerous creatures. Wyverns nest in the heights, as do chimeras, manticores, urdhracosi, and other dangerous beasts.” She shrugged. “And Marcomer would not have taken the narrow pass. Too dangerous. He would have instead taken the northern pass. I hoped to find his trail…” She shook her head. “Well, I shall find him at Urd Drysaar, of course.”




  “Of course,” said Ridmark, though he had doubts. “But I wish you had not confirmed that the Lion Mountains were full of dangerous creatures.”




  Ansa frowned. “Why not?”




  “Because,” said Ridmark, “do these hills seem unusually empty to you?”




  The rest of the Qazaluuskan Forest had been more populated than Ridmark would have liked. Most of the Forest was ruled by tribes of Qazaluuskan orcs, devoted to the blood god Qazalask. Some of them had tried to kill Ridmark, and others had let him pass undisturbed, following the inscrutable omens of their god. 




  But since Ridmark and Ansa had entered the foothills proper, he had seen no sign of habitation. 




  That troubled him. The valleys in the foothills looked fertile, the rushing River of Fangs would have provided an excellent source of power for millwheels, and the hilltops themselves could have supported strong fortresses. Ridmark would have expected the bone orcs to build villages and fortresses in the hills, but he had seen nothing.

