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Description

A thousand years ago, the sorceress Antenora betrayed
Arthur Pendragon and the last Keeper of Avalon, but was cursed by
dark magic for her folly.

After a thousand years of regret and pain, Antenora
is desperate to redeem herself...and her chance has come at
last.

But the Frostborn stand in her way, and even all of
Antenora's magic might not be enough to overcome their terrible
power...
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Chapter 1: The Curse








I cannot remember my name, not after fifteen
centuries, but I do know that I am a traitor.

The human mind was never meant to contain so much
time, and many of my memories have faded into nothingness. I cannot
remember my childhood, nor the names and faces of my parents, nor
the taste of food or the pleasure of the wind upon my face. All
this has been lost to me.

Yet I remember my betrayal well enough.

I was the Keeper of Avalon’s apprentice, her student
and her confidant. Yet when Mordred Pendragon rose in rebellion
against the High King Arthur Pendragon, wielding dark magic as a
lesser man might wield a sword, I was seduced to Mordred’s side.
For I was a vain and foolish young woman, believing power to be my
birthright, and Mordred’s flattering words spoke to the poison in
my heart. I betrayed the High King and the Keeper, and became
Mordred’s advisor and his lover.

But he, too, betrayed me, stealing my power to fuel
his own and leaving me to die. Mordred and Arthur slew each other
upon the field of Camlann, and I was left cursed. I would never
age, but I would never again known pleasure or pain, and my flesh
grew pale and corpselike. My magic fled from me, and I was left
with no power save that of the magic of fire.

In desperation and regret, I fled to the Keeper’s
side, but it was too late. Malahan Pendragon, the High King’s
bastard grandson, rallied the remnants of Arthur’s realm to his
side. The Keeper opened a gate of magic, a portal to another world,
and Malahan and the survivors withdrew through the gate to a new
world and escaped the pagan Saxons.

And the gate closed, leaving me behind forever.

For a time I despaired. But the curse the Keeper and
Mordred’s treachery had left upon me ensured that I would never
die, and eventually I moved past the despair. The Keeper had left
Britannia and Earth, but I tried to take up her mantle, using my
limited powers to fight dark magic as she had once done.

I had a great deal of work to do. The history of
Earth after the departure of the Keeper and the death of Arthur
Pendragon was long and bloody, and tyrant after tyrant arose, many
of them in league with the powers of darkness. I did what I could,
trying to defend the mortals of Earth from dark magic. I also
sought after magical secrets and ancient spells, trying to find how
the Keeper had left Earth for a new world with Malahan
Pendragon.

How I might find her and beg her forgiveness for my
crimes.

For fifteen centuries I searched in vain. As the
years piled on and became decades and then centuries, I forgot so
much. I forgot entire centuries, learned languages and forgot them
again. I even forgot my own name. Around the fourteenth century in
Italia, I encountered a poet named Dante and heard him speak of
heaven and hell and the realms beyond. After hearing his great
poem, I called myself Antenora, after the circle of hell where
traitors met their fate. For I was a traitor, and no matter how
many centuries passed, no matter how many new horrors I saw, no
matter how many memories disappeared into the abyss of time, I
never forgot my betrayal and my crimes. They remained as bright and
as vivid as if I had committed them yesterday.

I never stopped seeking for the Keeper, never stopped
looking for a way to find her.

And then, one day, the answer was given to me.

I sensed a tremendous disturbance in the threshold,
the shadow that Earth cast upon the spiritual realm, the ghostly
double and mirror of the material world. I had lost much of my
magic, but I still possessed the ability to travel to the
threshold. There I found a magical gate opening, a bridge between
two worlds, and for a desperate moment I thought that the Keeper
might be returning. But this gate had been wrought using dark
magic, fell and malevolent, and I released that the Keeper could
not be behind it.

Worse, some dark force was preparing to come through
the gate and seize Earth.

Then I met Morigna and Mara in the threshold, and
they told me the truth.

They were from a realm they called Andomhaim, and
they were companions of the Keeper. Not the Keeper I knew, for she
had died centuries earlier, but her heir and successor. A sorcerer
of tremendous power called the Warden had taken her captive, and
would burn her soul to open the gate and conquer Earth. Morigna and
Mara had escaped the Warden’s bonds through cunning (mostly Mara’s,
I suspected, for she seemed the cleverer of the two), but found
themselves trapped in Earth’s threshold. The Warden’s spell had
joined Earth’s threshold to that of Andomhaim, bridging the
tremendous void between the two worlds, and soon the Warden would
open the gate to allow physical passage, killing the Keeper in the
process.

I could not allow this.

Mara possessed the power to move both her and Morigna
back to Andomhaim. I fought to defend them as she summoned the
power, for the threshold is a dangerous place. The power of the
Warden’s gate had drawn the creatures I called “cockroaches” like
maggots to rotting flesh. They were spirit creatures, shape
shifters, quick and strong and deadly, and they feasted upon both
magical power and the life force of mortals.

I fought them with all the rage and power I could
summon. I would not be denied now! The Warden’s gate was not yet
open, but the thresholds of Earth and Andomhaim were joined. Once
Mara and Morigna returned to defend the Keeper, I would follow
them. If necessary, I would aid the Keeper, and then I would beg
her forgiveness.

First, though, I had to defeat the cockroaches.

The curse meant I would never die…but that did not
mean I could not be killed.

***


Chapter 2: Cockroaches








I stood in the threshold, my staff in hand, and
watched the cockroaches approach.

Behind me blazed the ghostly blue flame of the
Warden’s gate, magic so potent and deadly I could scare comprehend
it. Around me wavered the mists and illusions of the threshold.
Specifically, I stood in the threshold’s reflection of Londinium (I
suppose it is called London in the modern era), the shadows of the
city’s people walking past me, heedless of the battle raging
through the threshold half a heartbeat from them. When I had first
seen Londinium long ago, it had been a proper Roman city of brick
and concrete, with a forum and a magistrates’ basilica and an
amphitheater. Now it was a gleaming metropolis of glass and
polished steel, its streets paved in black tar to support
automobiles, its people clad in sleek garments of black and
white.

The cockroaches wore forms in imitation of them, clad
in black suits with white shirts, black ties hanging from their
collars. The resemblance to humanity ended there. Their hands were
claws of gleaming black chitin, and their faces were a ghastly
combination of squid and insect. They made crooning, croaking
sounds as they approached me, dozens of them fanning out in a
half-circle. I backed towards the gate, my long black coat flowing
around me in the cold wind coming from the Warden’s magic. I saw
the cockroaches’ tactics well enough. Individually, they were
cowardly creatures. Together, they could summon a measure of
courage, rushing me in hopes that one of the others would fall.

I struck my black staff against the ground, the
sigils I had carved into its length flaring with harsh
yellow-orange light.

I had lost most of my magic long ago. I still
possessed the Sight, the ability to see the flows of magical power
around me. Once I had been able to command the elements of water
and wind, of stone and earth, but that power had left me. I could
still command fire, could still summon elemental flame to do my
bidding, but I could use it to do nothing but destroy.

I could work only destruction with my magic…but I had
had fifteen centuries to practice, and I had gotten very good at
it.

My staff blazed with fire, and I swept it before me.
A curtain of howling flame erupted from the street, spreading
eighty feet in either direction. I shouted and thrust my staff, my
will driving the magic forward, and the curtain of flame rolled
into the charging cockroaches. The fire was not particularly hot,
not when spread over such a large area, but it was hot enough for
what I needed. The outer shells of the charging cockroaches caught
flame, and they fell back with horrid shrieks, trying to fight the
elemental fire that chewed into their corrupted flesh.

But the older cockroaches, the more powerful ones,
the ones that had feasted on many lives, were not so easily
daunted. They had the ability to wield minor magic themselves, and
they cast spells to ward themselves against flame. They pushed
through the wall of flame, step by step, like men forcing their way
through a gale. My firestorm would not last for much longer, and if
those cockroaches reached me, they would tear me apart.

It would take something more serious to deal with
them.

I took several quick steps back, feeling the storm of
the Warden’s gate. I raised the blackened staff in my right hand
and concentrated, its sigils flaring. A tight sphere of white-hot
flame, perhaps three inches across, appeared at the end of the
staff. My ancient flesh felt neither pleasure nor pain, but
nonetheless I could feel the sheer heat of the little sphere
pulsing against me. I poured more strength into the sphere, all the
flame and magic I could summon, forcing the power into the enclosed
construct. The sphere began to swell, wobbling and spinning, until
it was almost the size of my head.

The greater cockroaches had almost forced their way
through my wall of flame, the gray light of their wards flickering
around them. I turned and ran, my coat flapping around my legs, the
increasingly unstable sphere of fire spinning above my staff faster
and faster. A hideous shriek ran out, and I looked over my shoulder
as the first of the greater cockroaches burst from the dwindling
wall of flame. Six others followed, and they changed shapes again
as they charged, their bodies twisting into a misshapen combination
of squid and hunting insect. Their new shapes let them race forward
in leaps and bounds, halving the distance between us in a matter of
seconds.

I stopped, turned, and planted my feet as I faced the
charging creatures. The whirling sphere of white fire let out a
steady hissing sound. I focused all my will and power upon the
sphere, and thrust the staff.

The sphere leaped from the staff in a lazy arc and
struck the ground at the feet of the charging cockroaches.

There was a blinding flash of white light, followed
by a tremendous thunderclap and a howling gale of hot wind. I
staggered several steps, my coat snapping out behind me like a
banner caught in the wind. I saw one of the cockroaches go tumbling
high overhead, shrieking madly, fire devouring its limbs and
tentacles. Three more of the creatures had been reduced to charred
piles of smoking coals, while a few more ran back and forth,
desperately fighting the flames devouring their flesh. My wall of
flame had faded, but the surviving creatures had seen enough. The
cockroaches fled in all directions, leaving behind dozens slain by
my fire.

I lowered my staff and let out a long breath. Not
that I actually needed to breathe very much, but the old habits of
battle never went away. The cockroaches would be back soon enough.
They were cowardly, but once they had gathered sufficient numbers
they would return. By then, I hoped to be long gone.

To the new world of the Keeper.

I wondered what it would be like. Both Morigna and
Mara had spoken Latin, albeit with a peculiar accent and occasional
unfamiliar words, but it had nonetheless been the style of Latin
that had been spoken in Britannia fifteen centuries past. Clearly
Malahan and the Keeper had taken their language to this new realm
of theirs, to Andomhaim.

I also wondered what they had found upon the new
world. Mara had not been entirely human. The pointed ears had
revealed her alien heritage, to say nothing of the power in her
blood. I could travel to the threshold and back, but I had learned
that ability from the Keeper in the days of Arthur Pendragon.
Mara’s power was in her blood.

I could puzzle over it later. The answers lay in
Andomhaim.

Assuming I survived the journey.

I gripped my staff in both hands and concentrated. It
took a great deal of magical power to phase from the material world
to the threshold, and I expected it would take even more power to
move from Earth’s threshold to that of Andomhaim. The staff glowed
in my hands, and I used my magical Sight, reaching out to examine
the flows of power around me. I felt the massive power of the
Warden’s gate, and I saw the tendrils of magic that joined Earth’s
threshold to Andomhaim’s. Even glancing at the tendrils filled me
with fear. The Warden was a sorcerer of tremendous might, stronger
than anyone I had ever encountered, and the complexity of the
spells proved that he had the skill to match his power.

He was stronger than the Keeper. Had Malahan and the
Keeper gone to their new world only to become slaves of the Warden
and other sorcerers like him?

It didn’t matter. I had to find the Keeper. If I had
to fight through a dozen sorcerers of the Warden’s power, it did
not matter.

Suddenly I felt the connection slipping away. The
Warden’s gate was collapsing. That meant Mara and Morigna had been
successful, that they had rescued the Keeper from the Warden’s
spell. Unfortunately, the thresholds of the two worlds would remain
joined for only a few moments longer. Once the connection was
broken, I could never follow. I could study for another ten
thousand years, gather every scrap of magical knowledge upon Earth,
and I would still never have the strength to open a gate between
worlds, or to even find Andomhaim among the uncounted billions of
stars that populated the cosmos.

I drew in more power, as much as I could safely
handle and then some, and as I did something cold brushed against
my magical senses.

I turned my head, sparing as much attention from the
spell as I could manage, and saw the wraith flowing towards me.

It looked fashioned out of black smoke and darker
shadow, a suggestion of a hooded figure in its flowing depths. The
farther one went from the threshold of Earth, the further into the
darkness you went…and there waited creatures like the cowled wraith
flowing towards me. It came from the dark voids between the worlds,
and it fed upon death. They only came to the mortal world during
times of great slaughter, when the deaths of millions allowed them
to gorge.

Europe had been crawling with them during the Black
Death, and again in the first half of the twentieth century. Come
to think of it, I had seen quite a few wraiths during the twentieth
century. Consequently I knew how to deal with the vile things, and
I could have blasted it back to the airless void between the stars
with a single spell.

But to do that, I would have to abandon the spell
that would take me to Andomhaim’s threshold, and I would not have
time to work it again before the connection was lost.

So I gritted my teeth and kept summoning power as the
cowled wraith flowed towards me. It hesitated, considering me like
a wolf examining a wounded deer.

A cold, hissing voice echoed inside my head.

“Little sorceress,” said the voice. “I can hear you.
So much pain. So much regret. Come to me and you will never know
pain again.”

I said nothing.

“Do you think you can find redemption for your sins?”
said the voice. The wraith began circling me, preparing to pounce.
“You threw a mighty realm into ruin with your lust. You were a
foolish, blind girl, a proud whore used by a man who discarded you
once were of no further use. Because of your pride and lust,
thousands upon thousands died.”

My staff trembled beneath my fingers. Almost
there.

“And how many more deaths lie upon your hands?” said
the voice, its icy words digging deeper into my head. “You saw what
happened when Arthur’s realm fell. The Western Empire collapsed
into chaos and barbarism for centuries. What might have happened if
Arthur Pendragon’s realm had stood? Perhaps the destiny of Earth
might have changed. All the horrors you have seen might never have
come to pass. The killing fields. The extermination camps. The wars
that slaughtered millions. The engines of destruction that can kill
millions in the blink of an eye. All that might have been averted
had you not let Mordred Pendragon lure you into his bed.”

I scoffed. I had watched mankind for fifteen
centuries, and I knew that it was the nature of men to form tribes
and wage war upon each other. Even if Arthur Pendragon had died of
old age in his bed, even if his son had taken the throne of
Britannia in peace, there would have been war and plague and
suffering. It was simply the nature of man.

Yet the spirit’s words held enough truth that they
stung nonetheless.

“I shall put you out of your misery,” said the cowled
wraith, flowing closer. “I shall feast upon your pain and your very
soul, and leave you with nothing but oblivion forevermore.”

The staff began vibrating in my hand.

“Bah,” I said, and I sensed a flicker of puzzlement
from the wraith. “Do you know what your problem is, spirit? The
same problem shared by all spirits. You talk too much.”

The wraith’s confusion erupted into fury, and the
spirit rose up like a dark shadow to swallow me.

Too late.

I slammed my staff against the ground, releasing the
gathered magical power, and fiery light consumed the world.

***


Chapter 3: Ruins








For a long time I knew nothing.

I had the sensation of falling, of hurtling through
an endless silent void. It seemed as if the world, as if the cosmos
itself, blurred and shifted around me, pulling me across an
unimaginable distance, across a gulf so vast that the human mind
simply could not comprehend it.

Perhaps I had failed. Perhaps the connection between
the two thresholds had broken, and I had flung myself for eternity
into the lightless places between the worlds.

It would be no less than I deserved.

Yet deserved or not, awareness returned to me.

I felt the smooth wood of my staff resting against my
fingers, warm with the presence of fire magic.

Hard, rocky ground lay beneath my back. Had I still
the ability to feel pain, I would have been quite uncomfortable. My
magical senses felt the presence of ancient spells nearby, and I
had the sense that I was upon a living world.

Time passed, and at last I was able to open my
eyes.

I lay upon a stone floor, ruined walls rising around
me. From the look of the walls, the place had once been a watch
tower of some kind. The stonework was superb, better than even the
work of the modern builders of Earth with their machines and
arithmetical engines. Strange reliefs and peculiar blocky glyphs
covered the walls. Despite the obvious strength of the stonework
the place was a ruin. It looked as if it had been frozen by some
unimaginable frost and then shattered, like a boulder in the
deepest cold of winter.

I sat up, utterly exhausted, and realized that I was
still on the threshold. No – this threshold felt different. This
was the threshold of another world, the world I had sensed through
the other side of the Warden’s gate.

Andomhaim. The world of the Keeper.

Despite my exhaustion, I felt a surge of excitement.
There was fear mixed with the excitement as well. Perhaps at last I
could find the Keeper and beg her forgiveness, and she could
release me from my curse, let me die at last…

Of course, I had to find her first. A world was a
large place. I had spent fifteen centuries wandering Earth, and I
had not seen all of it. Nations had arisen that had not even
existed when I had been born. It would take time to find the
Keeper, but I had that time.

I got to my feet, leaning upon my staff as I waited
for my head to stop spinning. My strength was returning, if slowly,
and soon I would have enough strength to shift into Andomhaim’s
material world. Until then, it seemed like a good idea to look
around and take stock of my surroundings. Would Andomhaim’s
threshold have spirit creatures like the cockroaches? Perhaps more
dangerous creatures prowled the threshold here. Or maybe it was
utterly deserted.

There was only one way to find out.

I made my way across the ruined tower’s floor and to
an archway in the far wall, and stepped onto a hilltop. Everywhere
I saw the pale gray mist of the threshold. Through the translucent
veil of the mist I saw a mountain valley, white-crowned peaks
rising over me with stately grandeur. Beyond the ruined tower’s
hill stretched a forest of pine trees, their green needles vibrant
even through the threshold’s mist. To the north I saw a broad lake
of cold blue, rippling against the base of the mountains. Likely it
would take about two days to cross the valley on foot, maybe
three.

It was a beautiful place, though it looked
uninhabited. Yet the ruined tower proved that someone had lived
here once. I did not think Malahan or his descendants had raised
the tower. The glyphs and carvings seemed alien, and the squat,
stylized figures I saw in the reliefs did not look human. Maybe
Mara’s ancestors had built this place. Or perhaps some other
kindred.

I would not find the answers by lingering here.

Staff in hand, I left the tower, picking my way down
the hill. Far in the distance to the south, I spotted a break in
the trees. To judge from the shape, it was likely a road. A road
meant towns and cities and civilizations, and people to whom I
could speak. Maybe the builders of the ruined tower still lived
nearby. I would not speak their language, of course, but I had
learned languages before and I could do so again. Mara and Morigna
both spoke intelligible Latin, and perhaps whoever had built the
road and the tower would do so as well.

The forest was quiet as I made my way to the south,
though I did not relax my vigilance. From time to time I saw ruins
of similar style as the tower. Some of the pine trees grew up
within the ruined houses, which meant this forest had grown after
whatever battle had created the ruins. To judge from the size of
the trees, that could have been nearly two hundred years ago.

Whoever had built those houses had been masons of
exceptional skill, if their ruins still stood after so long.

After about six hours I came to the road. It was
broad and flat and smooth, and to judge from the position of the
sun, ran from east to west. (Assuming, of course, that the sun set
in the west on this world.) I looked back and forth, shrugged, and
decided to take the road to the west. One direction seemed as good
as the other. I required neither food nor drink, only rest, and I
would walk until I encountered living creatures I could
question.

No sooner had the thought crossed my mind that I saw
a flicker of movement in the trees.

I gripped my staff and called my power. For a moment
nothing happened, and I waited. Something had been moving in the
trees, I was sure of it. A spirit? Or had something else come
here?

A moment later a creature came out from behind a pine
tree and walked towards me.

More precisely, it…skittered.

It looked like an enormous, man-sized praying mantis,
its carapace a shade of electric blue. Its forelegs ended in huge,
serrated blades the length of my arms, and its pincers jutted a
good four inches from its head. Its eyes were the size of my fists,
black and faceted and gleaming like polished stone, and I felt
their weight upon me. That carapace looked as hard and as tough as
steel, with black highlights upon the back and legs, and its middle
and back legs ended in claw-tipped, flexible fingers. This creature
could hold and wield weapons, assuming its massive blades did not
prove sufficient.

It was a physical creature, not a spirit. My Sight
told me that much, though I had never seen anything like it
before.

It moved towards me with steady, alien grace, and I
thought of a wolf creeping up behind oblivious prey.

I pointed my staff, the sigils flaring brighter.
“Hold, if you can understand me. I can defend myself.”

The creature went utterly motionless in a way that a
mammal could not. The head tilted to the side, and the antennae
over its eyes waved with languid motions. Its mandibles twitched,
and a horrible metallic sound came from its pincers.

It took me a moment to realize that the creature was
speaking.

“Latin,” it said in that hideous voice. “You are
speaking Latin. That tongue is known to this one.”

“Who are you?” I said.

“Query: you will identify yourself,” said the giant
mantis.

“You first,” I said.

“Query: you will identify yourself,” said the
creature.

“I suggest you name yourself first,” I said, pointing
my staff at it as I called more fire to me.

The creature’s antennae twitched several times, and
it seemed to come to a decision. “This one is a warrior drone in
the Ninth Storm Legion of the Dominion of the High Lords, before
whom all creation shall bow. Query: you will identify
yourself.”

“I have forgotten my name,” I said, “but you may call
me Antenora, if you wish.”

The mantis considered this for a moment. “Conclusion:
this statement is irrational.”

“Probably. I do not care,” I said. “What business
does the Ninth Storm Legion of the Dominion of the High Lords have
with me?” I had heard none of those names before. The Romans in
ancient days had used legions, of course, but I doubted the strange
creature was a soldier of the Empire of the Romans.

“Query: you can wield magical forces?” said the giant
mantis, the huge black eyes shifting to my staff.

“I can,” I said, “and I advise you to…”

Right then I realized answering that question had
been a mistake.

The creature let out a horrible metallic shriek and
shot forward in a blue and black blur, springing into the air. For
an instant I thought it could fly like its smaller cousins. Then I
realized that it had simply jumped.

A half-second later the giant mantis slammed into me,
bearing me to the ground. I tried to get my staff up to block, and
instead wound up with the weapon pinned between me and the
creature. Its armored carapace felt deathly cold to the touch, as
cold as steel in a deep freezer. The mantis did not have enough
room to swing its bladed forelegs, but that would not hinder it in
the slightest, since it could simply bite my head off.

The mandibles yawned wide, and I reacted on pure
instinct. I shoved my staff against its abdomen and summoned all
the power that I could. Fire erupted from the staff in a snarling
ribbon, the blast drilling through the blue chitin and into the
creature’s guts. A vile burned smell filled my nostrils, and the
explosion flipped the mantis off me, flinging it into the dirt a
few yards away. The creature let out a furious shriek and whirled
with inhuman speed, getting its legs beneath it, but by then I had
come to one knee. I thrust out my free hand and called magic. A
gout of flame, as hot of a blast as I could manage, lashed from my
palm.

It ripped off the creature’s head. The smell of
burning chitin and boiling ichor filled my nostrils, and the
creature’s body went into a spastic dance. For a brief moment I
wondered if the mantis could continue functioning without a head.
Yet the creature finally collapsed into a twitching heap of splayed
limbs, and then went motionless.

I let out a long breath and stood, using my staff to
push myself up.

That thing hadn’t been a spirit, but a living
creature of flesh and blood. On Earth, it had been rare to
encounter any living creatures in the threshold. The only ones who
ever traveled to the threshold had been wizards and sorcerers of
considerable power. The giant mantis had used no magic, thought it
had realized that I was a sorceress. It had also spoken of a
Legion.

A Legion implied more than one. Fighting a single
creature had been hard enough. I didn’t want to fight an army of
the things.

Best to get off the road, then.

I stepped around the creature’s smoking carcass and
headed for the trees, the mists of the threshold making the images
ripple and twist. Rather than exploring from within the threshold,
I decided to conceal myself and wait until I had the strength to
transport myself to the material world of Andomhaim. If these
mantis-things infested Andomhaim’s threshold, the sooner I could be
gone, the better…

I froze.

Blue shapes moved through the misty pine forest. I
spotted a dozen of the mantis-creatures walking with alien grace
over the roots and the uneven ground, their black eyes glinting in
the afternoon sunlight.

One of them spotted me and loosed a horrible metallic
scream, and the creatures surged forward in a blue blur.

I turned and ran.








***


Chapter 4: Swarm








I sprinted through the forest, dodging around pine
trees and jumping over roots.

The mantises shrieked to each other, following me
with inhuman speed. To judge from the rhythm and cadence of their
piercing shrieks, they were communicating in some unknown language,
albeit a language that could not be reproduced by human tongues.
Not that it mattered. The creatures wanted to kill me, not speak
with me, and I doubted I could say anything that would change their
minds.

I kept running. The threshold followed its own
peculiar laws, and while the images around me were misty and
translucent, some of the solidity of the trees seeped into the
spirit world. I could have walked through the trees, if I had taken
the time to gather my will and concentrate, but by then the
creatures would have caught up to me and torn me to pieces.

Of course, that meant the trees slowed the creatures
as well. Unfortunately, the mantises were far more agile than I
was. I had a good lead, but it was dwindling.

I rarely felt strong emotions other than regret and
grief, but a surge of rage and frustration went through me. I was
so close! I had spent fifteen centuries seeking the Keeper, and she
was almost within reach. I would not let these overgrown insects
stop me, not after so long! I would fight my way through them…but I
did not see how I could prevail against so many.

Perhaps I could negotiate with whoever or whatever
controlled the creatures. The mantises had no magical ability, and
couldn’t have gotten to Andomhaim’s threshold on their own. The
creature I had killed called itself a drone. Presumably it served
the High Lords of the Dominion, whoever they were, and likely these
High Lords possessed the magical ability necessary. If I could
reason with them, or threaten them into standing down…

Then I realized I was a fool. There was no need to
fight or negotiate. In a few moments my powers would recover enough
that I could leave the threshold and enter the material world of
Andomhaim. The mantises could not follow me then. Perhaps the High
Lords could, but I would have a better chance to eluding them in
the material world.

All I needed to do was hold out for a few minutes,
and then I could escape.

Of course, the mantises would overtake and kill me
long before that.

I could kill several of them, but I doubted I would
be able to take all of them before they tore me apart. That meant I
had to elude them somehow. They could see me, obviously, with those
huge black eyes, but I suspected they could smell me as well. The
insects of Earth used their antennae to smell, and likely these
giant mantises followed suit.

I might not be able to kill them all, but I could
dazzle their eyes and baffle their sense of smell, perhaps I could
escape them.

I came to a stop and whirled, calling magic and
raising my staff. The creatures charged to attack with calm
efficiency, their scythed limbs raising to tear me to shreds. My
staff blazed with fiery light, and I crossed my arms over my chest,
the staff clutched in my right hand.

Fire exploded from me in all directions.

It wasn’t terribly hot, since there had not been
enough time to gather much power, but there was a lot of it. The
blast of fire swept out from me in a ring and slammed into the
charging mantis-creatures. It did not do a lot of damage to them,
but whatever the creatures were, they did not like fire. Of course,
most things did not like a face full of fire. The mantises
skittered backwards with furious shrieks, the flames washing over
their carapaces, their bladed forelegs raised to protect their eyes
and antennae.

I turned and ran as fast as I could.

I summoned more fire as I ran, flinging it in gouts
to the right and left. I shaped the flames into walls and
semicircles, and ran in a zigzagging path, leaving an erratic trail
of flame behind me. The magical fire burned with as much light and
smoke as I could muster, the acrid scent filling my nostrils. The
creatures were still in pursuit, but my stratagem was working. The
light and smoke had dazzled and confused them, and I was putting
more distance between us.

Just a little longer and I would be ready to shift
back to the material world. If I could only find a place to hide
for just a few minutes, long enough to concentrate, I could be
gone. Perhaps one of the ruined houses would serve as an adequate
means of concealment, assuming the smoke had disrupted the
creatures’ sense of smell.

I dashed through the trees and found myself in a
clearing. I started to circle around it, fearing that it would
leave me exposed, and then a dark blur shot overhead. I dodged,
hitting the ground and rolling, and came to my feet as a creature
landed a few yards away.

It looked like a smaller version of the mantises I
had faced earlier. Those had been the size of grown men, but this
one was about the size of a hunting dog. The reason for its reduced
size was likely the glimmering gossamer wings folded across the
back of its carapace. This smaller variant of the creature could
fly, but its pincers and bladed forelegs looked just as deadly.

I leveled my staff, but not before the creature
jumped back a dozen paces, letting out one of those horrid metallic
shrieks. I spun as a dozen more of the winged mantises fell from
the sky, surrounding me in a ring twenty yards across. I called
fire into my staff, the sigils blazing brighter across its length,
and started to cast another spell as the larger mantises reached
the clearing.

“Hold!”

The voice thundered across the clearing. It was deep
as thunder, and yet somehow feminine, as musical as an orchestra at
the height of its skill.

I turned, seeking the source of the voice, and a
creature unlike any I had ever seen stepped into the clearing.

***


Chapter 5: The High Lords








The creature resembled a human woman, albeit a woman
that stood nine feet tall. Her skin was like polished crystal,
clear and reflective, and put me in mind of ice upon a lake. A
crowned helm of dark iron hid most of her face, though cold blue
fires burned in her eyes, and from time to time I saw veins of the
same blue fire beneath her crystalline skin. She wore armor the
color of old ice, close-fitting and engraved in elaborate reliefs,
and in her right hand she carried a huge sword carved with symbols.
The sigils burned with cold and frost the way my staff burned with
fire magic, white mist swirling around the blade.

I thought of the legends of the ancient Norsemen. I
had spoken with them as they descended upon Britannia in the dark
centuries after Arthur’s death, and they had told stories of the
frost giants, terrible creatures that would one day return to
destroy the world.

Had their tales possessed some fragment of truth?

The woman removed her helm, revealing a hairless head
and a face of glacial, terrifying beauty. She looked lovely and
alien, powerful and terrible. With my Sight, I saw the magical
power within her, mighty magic of ice and frost, and I realized
that she was more powerful than I was. Even without magic, she
could have picked me up and broken me in half like a dry stick.

The woman walked several steps closer, freezing mist
swirling around her sword, and stopped, those eyes of burning ice
fixed upon me.

“You are the one my locusari detected. You can
understand Latin?” she said in that alien, chiming voice.

“Aye,” I said, watching her.

“Curious,” said the woman. “The nature of the magical
disturbance indicated an arrival from outside this world’s
threshold. I would assume you to be a traveler from another world,
but the fact that you speak the language of the natives is
telling.”

“Locusari?” I said, stalling for time. I did not know
if this creature was hostile, but to judge from the behavior of her
drones…

“My soldiers,” said the woman, waving an armored hand
at the mantis-creatures. “Bred specifically for war. We found them
on a distant world long ago and adapted them to our purposes. They
are most effective soldiers, though they want keenly for
independent thought. Otherwise they would not have tried to kill
you, but instead brought you to my presence.”

“And who are you to command such creatures?” I
said.

“You may address me as Arlmagnava,” said the towering
woman. “I am a Seeker of the Order of Inquisition, one of the
military Orders of the Assembly of the Dominion of the High
Lords.”

“Your kindred is not known to me,” I said.

“Lesser kindreds rarely know us by our proper name,”
said Arlmagnava. “During our last invasion of this world the humans
referred to us as the Frostborn. A title more poetical than
accurate, but fitting nonetheless.”

The Frostborn? I had never heard of that name,
either.

“Now,” said Arlmagnava, gesturing. Cold fires danced
around her fingers. “You shall answer my questions, and you shall
do so truthfully.”

She cast a spell, and cold power shivered through the
air. The light darkened, and the mist of the threshold snapped and
writhed. The sigils in my staff burned brighter in response, my own
magic rising against the cold power of the Frostborn woman. A
strange humming noise accompanied Arlmagnava’s spell.

“Identify yourself,” said Arlmagnava.

There was no reason to lie. The longer I kept
talking, the more time I had to escape…and I suspected this
Frostborn creature meant me harm.

“I do not remember my name,” I said. “You may call me
Antenora, if you must.”

The humming sound shifted slightly.

“Curious,” said Arlmagnava, the burning eyes
narrowing a little. “What is your purpose here?”

“I am traveling to join the Keeper,” I said.

“Our old foe,” said Arlmagnava, a note of rage
entering the alien voice. If these Frostborn creatures were enemies
of the Keeper, then it was also my duty to oppose them. “What is
your relationship to the Keeper?”

“I am her apprentice,” I said.

The humming sound of the cold spell grew
discordant.

“A lie,” said Arlmagnava. “You are not the Keeper’s
apprentice. When we faced the Keeper, she had a different
apprentice.”

“I…was the Keeper’s apprentice,” I said. “I betrayed
her, long ago, upon Earth. I have sought for fifteen centuries to
follow her and atone for my mistake.”

“This statement is true,” said Arlmagnava.
“Interesting. Fifteen centuries far exceeds the typical lifespan of
a human female.” The blue-burning eyes narrowed, and then widened.
“The marks of dark magic are upon you. Its use altered and twisted
your nature, reducing you to the state you now find yourself.”

“Yes,” I said in a quiet voice. “I was a fool, and I
paid the price. For centuries I paid the price.”

“Perhaps,” said Arlmagnava. “Perhaps not. You said
you came from Earth. Likely you used the recent magical disturbance
to bridge the gap between Earth and this world. How did you plan to
escape the threshold?”

I shrugged. “With a spell.”

The Frostborn woman remained motionless, but around
her the locusari twitched in unison. Likely she had bound the
creatures to her with a spell. Something I had said had caught her
attention, and even if she had kept it from her face some of the
excitement had communicated itself to her drones.

“A spell,” she said. “Then you are not trapped
here?”

I suddenly feared that I had told her too much.

“Does it matter?” I said.

“You are broken and twisted,” said Arlmagnava. “This
much is plain. You are going to your Keeper for healing, is that
not so?”

“If she will have me,” I said. “I…wish her to forgive
me for my crimes. To lift the curse upon me. Then I can die in
peace. I should have died a long time ago.”

“Perhaps there is another path,” said Arlmagnava.

I started at her, my mind racing. “You said you
fought the Keeper. You were surprised when you found me here on the
threshold of Andomhaim. You knew I had come from another world.
That means…you are not from this world, either.” I considered for a
moment. “You are a scout, a vanguard. The harbinger of an
invasion.”

“You are correct,” said Arlmagnava. “It is the task
of the Assembly of the High Lords to bring the cosmos to order, to
bind the lesser kindreds under our firm hand. Once before we
invaded this world, but were defeated by the Keeper. Now, after two
and a half centuries, the time is ripe for us to invade again. We
have moved into the threshold of this world. All we require is for
the traitor to open a gate for us, to allow physical passage for
our armies. Once open, the gate can be made permanent, and this
world will be added to the Dominion of the High Lords.”

“Why?” I said. “Why conquer this world?”

“Because it is necessary,” said the Frostborn woman.
“We are not gods, but we might as well be. The lesser kindreds are
disorderly and violent. We shall move from world to world in the
cosmos, adding them to the Dominion and bringing their kindreds to
order. This world is no different. When we conquer it, we shall
purge it of chaos, and the survivors shall be taught to follow the
order of the High Lords.”

“I have heard many such speeches from human tyrants
upon Earth,” I said. “They ended in bloodshed and madness.”

“Such is the fate of all who aspire to power they are
not worthy to wield,” said Arlmagnava. “We are worthy of the power
to order the cosmos, and we shall use it.”

“No,” I said. “If the Keeper opposed you, so shall
I.”

“Is it necessary to align yourself with the Keeper?”
said Arlmagnava. “Perhaps the power for your cure lies with us
instead of her…and you could receive that cure without groveling
and begging for forgiveness.”

I started to refuse, but then fell silent.

Something within that offer whispered to me.

“What do you mean?” I said at last.

“We wish to enslave all lesser kindreds for their own
benefit,” said Arlmagnava, gesturing with her sword. “Some,
however, are worthier than others. You have the ability to travel
from the threshold to the material world without the use of a gate,
something that for all our power we cannot do ourselves. You
successfully fought a patrol of locusari to a standstill, and your
fire magic would be powerful in battle. The campaigns to subdue
this world and establish it as a demesne of the Dominion shall take
at least a century, and your skill shall be useful. Swear to become
my vassal, and I shall remove your curse. More, I shall strengthen
your magic considerably and make you immortal.”

“And what,” I said, “would you want from me in
return?”

“Loyalty and the use of your ability to travel
between the material world and the threshold,” said Arlmagnava. “If
it can be taught to us, well and good. If not, you will be useful
as a scout. Serve loyally, and once this world is conquered you
will be granted a city or perhaps a province to rule as you see
fit. What say you?”

I hesitated.

It sounded…compelling.

For much of my memories were gone, but I remembered
my betrayal well enough. Part of it had been Mordred himself, how
he had seduced me, how I had wanted to be seduced. But a larger
part of it had been that he offered me power.

For I loved power.

I had loved having it, wielding it, loved the freedom
and the control it had offered me. For centuries I had regretted my
choices…but what if they all hadn’t been for nothing? What if
Arlmagnava could keep her word to me? I could be rid of the curse
without asking for the Keeper’s forgiveness, and have all the power
I wished.

I shivered and closed my eyes.

My memory was not what it had been…but I remembered
the last time I had thought that way. It had been before I had
betrayed the Keeper and spurned Malahan, before I had sided with
Mordred against the High King.

That choice had led to nothing but disaster and
centuries of regret. If the wraith’s taunts had been right, it had
led to disaster and regret for uncounted millions.

How much more disaster would this decision unleash if
I made the wrong choice?

I opened my eyes and saw Arlmagnava watching me.

“I am the apprentice of the Keeper of Avalon,” I
said, and the burning blue eyes narrowed. “I should have died as
the apprentice of the Keeper of Avalon, and perhaps I shall have
that chance yet.”

“No,” said Arlmagnava. “You won’t. Your skill is far
too useful to permit your death. You shall cooperate, whether
willing or not.”

She thrust her free hand at me, cold fire burning
around the armored fingers, and the power of her magic closed
around me like a giant fist. I shouted and stumbled, my staff
raised, its sigils burning as the Frostborn woman’s power wrapped
around me. I could not feel pain properly, not after the curse, and
I suspected that was a good thing, because I would have been in
agony otherwise. Thick white mist swirled around me in a ring,
growing harder and thicker.

Arlmagnava was freezing me. Her spell would trap me
in a block of ice and force me into something like a coma. Then she
could transport me at her leisure and take the time to torture me
into compliance. Panic went through me. Once I had been able to
cast warding spells, but elemental fire did not lend itself to
protection. I could not cast a ward to protect myself from the
horrible cold and unyielding ice closing around me.

Yet the light in my staff grew angrier, the wood
vibrating beneath my grasp. The Frostborn woman’s magic was that of
frost and cold, of ice and snow, the opposite element of the fire I
summoned. The two powers were violently opposed to each other. If
mixed, they would not react well.

I had no other option. I summoned as much power as I
could hold and thrust my staff into the thickening mist, unleashing
all the fire I could.

The results were explosive.

The fire screamed out of me, drilled into the mist,
and then ripped through it in a snarling blast. A ring of fire
swept out, followed shortly thereafter by a cloud of superheated
stream. The locusari stumbled back with shrieks of pain, the steam
seeping through their carapaces to scald the sensitive flesh
beneath. Arlmagnava took a step back, stunned, the blue-burning
eyes widening as her spell collapsed.

I did not hesitate, but leveled my staff and drew
upon my power. A ball of yellow-orange flame shot from the staff’s
length and hurtled across the clearing. Arlmagnava hissed in alarm
and cast a spell. A ward of pale blue light flared into existence
around her, and my fireball shattered into smoke when it touched
the superior power of her magic.

By then I was sprinting back into the forest as fast
as my legs could carry me.

“Take her!” shouted Arlmagnava. “Bring her to me
alive!”

The locusari answered with their metallic shrieks and
sprang into motion. Blue blurs shot upwards as the scouts took to
the air, while the warrior drones surged forward. I kept sprinting,
heedless of the uneven ground, my staff clutched in one hand. If I
could just keep them away from me a little longer, I could escape.
I had almost gathered the power I needed to depart the threshold.
Arlmagnava had said herself that the Frostborn had no power to
leave the threshold without a gate, and by the time they figured
out how to make one, I would have rejoined the Keeper.

Or she would have stopped the invasion. The impending
attack of the Frostborn seemed like something the Keeper ought to
know about.

Ripples of magic blurred before my Sight, and I shot
a glance over my shoulder. Arlmagnava cast a spell, white mist and
blue fire blending before her, and thrust out her free hand.
Icicles formed in the mist, spikes the size of my leg, their points
razor sharp. I had no doubt that the Frostborn woman’s magic had
frozen them to the hardness of granite. The icy spikes hurtled
forward, and I threw myself to the ground. The razor spikes flew
past me and embedded themselves into the earth, so cold that I felt
them burning my face even from a distance.

I scrambled to my feet, and my only warning was a
faint whisper of wind. One of the winged locusari fell from the sky
above my head, mandibles yawning wide. I could have blasted it from
the air with a gout of flame, but I did not dare spare the power
for it, not when I needed every scrap of magic I could gather for
the traveling spell.

So I swung my staff like a club. Centuries of life
and magical power had not given me physical strength to match, and
even the winged locusar could have ripped me apart with ease.
Nevertheless, I had the momentum, my staff was heavy, and I
released a little power with the blow, enough for a burst of fire
to erupt from the wood. The blast knocked the locusar back, and it
struck the nearest tree and bounced off with a shriek.

Then there was no more time.

I heard the locusari drones racing through the trees,
and I felt the surge of power as Arlmagnava began another spell. I
couldn’t outrun them, I couldn’t kill all the locusari, and I
couldn’t defeat Arlmagnava at a battle of magic.

I had to escape, now.

I gripped my staff and slammed the end against the
earth. The staff trembled in my hands as I focused power, the
sigils blazing brighter. I heard the screams of the locusari, the
buzz of their wings, felt the stirring currents of magic as
Arlmagnava prepared to fling another spell at me.

I closed my eyes and concentrated, working the spell.
I had to keep all my attention on the spell. The air around me grew
colder as the Frostborn worked her magic, and I heard the creaking
chitin of the charging locusari.

I did not open my eyes.

Either I would escape, or the locusari and Arlmagnava
would tear me apart.

I flung out my arms and shouted, releasing the power
I had summoned, and everything went black.

***


Chapter 6: A Quest








A long time later, I came back to myself.

I felt rough earth beneath my cheek, prickly with
fallen pine needles. The air blew past me in a cool breeze, heavy
with the smell of pine trees. I felt the length of my staff against
my right hand, and after a moment I found the strength to lift my
head and sit up.

I was exactly where I had fallen in the forest. Yet
there was no trace of Arlmagnava and her warrior drones. The
strange hazy translucency had vanished, as had the mist, and the
pine forest, the blue sky, and the snow-capped gray mountains were
sharp and clear around me.

I was no longer in the threshold.

I had reached the physical world of Andomhaim.

A surge of exultation went through me, and I pulled
myself to my feet. After fifteen centuries of searching, I had
found the way to the Keeper’s world. Now all I had to do was to
find the Keeper herself. Of course, an entire world was a large
place to search, but compared to spending fifteen hundred years
seeking for a way to travel to a new world, it seemed a small task
by comparison.

I would find her. I would warn her of the Frostborn
and beg her for forgiveness, to lift my curse at last.

And then perhaps I would finally remember my name
before I died.

Feeling more hope than I had in centuries, I set off
into the forest.








THE END
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Bonus Chapter from FROSTBORN: THE GRAY KNIGHT

A letter to the surviving kings, counts, and
knights of Britain:






I am Malahan Pendragon, the bastard son of Mordred,
himself the bastard son of Arthur Pendragon, the High King of all
Britain.

You know the grievous disasters that have befallen
our fair isle. My father betrayed my grandfather, and perished upon
the bloody field of Camlann, alongside many of the mightiest
knights and kings of Britain. Before that came the war of Sir
Lancelot’s treachery and the High Queen’s adultery, a war that slew
many noble and valiant knights.

Now there is no High King in Britain, Camelot lies
waste, and the pagan Saxons ravage our shores. Every day the Saxons
advance further and further, laying waste to our fields and flocks,
butchering our fighting men, making slaves of our womenfolk, and
desecrating holy churches and monasteries. Soon all of Britain
shall lie under their tyranny, just as the barbarians overthrew the
Emperor of Rome.

My lords, I write not to claim the High Kingship of
Britain – for Britain is lost to the Saxons – but to offer hope. My
grandfather the High King is slain, and his true heir Galahad fell
seeking the grail, so therefore this burden has fallen to me, for
there is no one else to bear it.

Britain is lost, but we may yet escape with our
lives.

For I have spoken with the last Keepers of Avalon,
and by their secret arts they have fashioned a gate wrought of
magic leading to a far distant realm beyond the circles of this
world, certainly beyond the reach of the heathen Saxons. Here we
may settle anew, and build homes and lives free from the specter of
war.

I urge you to gather all your people, and join me at
the stronghold of Caerleon. We shall celebrate the feast of Easter
one final time, and then march to the plain of Salisbury, to the
standing stones raised by the wizard Merlin.

The gate awaits, and from there we shall march to a
new home.

Sealed in the name of Malahan Pendragon, in the Year
of Our Lord 538.








###








The day it all began, the day in the Year of Our Lord
1478 when the blue fire filled the sky from horizon to horizon,
Ridmark Arban returned to the town of Dun Licinia.

He gazed at the town huddled behind its walls of gray
stone, his left hand gripped tight around a long wooden staff. He
had not been here in over five years, not since the great battle
against Mhalek and his horde of orcs, and then Dun Licinia had been
little more than a square keep ringed by a wooden wall, an outpost
named in honor of the Dux of the Northerland.

Now it was a prosperous town of four thousand people,
fortified by a wall of stone. Ridmark saw the towers of a small
keep within the town, alongside the twin bell towers of a stone
church and the round tower of a Magistrius. Cultivated fields and
pastures ringed the town on three sides, and the River Marcaine
flowed south past its western wall, making its way through the
wooded hills of the Northerland to the River Moradel in the
south.

Ridmark’s father had always said there was good
mining and logging to be had on the edges of the Northerland, if
men were bold enough to live within reach of the orc tribes and
dark creatures that lurked in the Wilderland.

And in the shadow of the black mountain that rose
behind Ridmark.

He walked for the town’s northern gate, swinging his
staff in his left hand, his gray cloak hanging loose around him.
When he had last stood in this valley, the slain orcs of Mhalek’s
horde had carpeted the ground as far as he could see, the stench of
blood and death filling his nostrils. It pleased him to see that
something had grown here, a place of prosperity and plenty.

Perhaps no one would recognize him.

Freeholders and the freeholders’ sons toiled in the
fields, breaking up the soil in preparation for the spring
planting. The men cast him wary looks, looks that lingered long
after he had passed. He could not blame them. A man wrapped in a
gray cloak and hood, a wooden staff in his left hand and a bow
slung over his shoulder, made for a dangerous-looking figure.

Especially since he kept his hood up.

But if he kept his hood up, they would not see the
brand that marred the left side of his face.

He came to Dun Licinia’s northern gate. The wall
itself stood fifteen feet high, and two octagonal towers of thirty
feet stood on either side of the gate itself. A pair of men-at-arms
in chain mail stood at the gate, keeping watch on the road and the
wooded hills ringing the valley. He recognized the colors upon
their tabards. They belonged to Sir Joram Agramore, a knight
Ridmark had known. They had been friends, once.

Before Mhalek and his horde.

“Hold,” said one of the men-at-arms, a middle-aged
man with the hard-bitten look of a veteran. “State your
business.”

Ridmark met the man’s gaze. “I wish to enter the
town, purchase supplies, and depart before sundown.”

“Aye?” said the man-at-arms, eyes narrowing. “Sleep
in the hills, do you?”

“I do,” said Ridmark. “It’s comfortable, if you know
how.”

“Who are you, then?” said the man-at-arms. He jerked
his head at the other soldier, and the man disappeared into the
gatehouse. “Robber? Outlaw?”

“Perhaps I’m an anchorite,” said Ridmark.

The man-at-arms snorted. “Holy hermits don’t carry
weapons. They trust in the Dominus Christus to protect them from
harm. You look like the sort to place his trust in steel.”

He wasn’t wrong about that.

Ridmark spread his arms. “Upon my oath, I simply wish
to purchase supplies and leave without causing any harm. I will
swear this upon the name of God and whatever saints you wish to
invoke.”

Three more men-at-arms emerged from the
gatehouse.

“What’s your name?” said the first man-at-arms.

“Some call me the Gray Knight,” said Ridmark.

The first man frowned, but the youngest of the
men-at-arms stepped forward.

“I’ve heard of you!” said the younger man. “When my
mother journeyed south on pilgrimage to Tarlion, beastmen attacked
her caravan. You drove them off! I…”

“Hold,” said the first man, scowling. “Show your
face. Honest men have no reason to hide their faces.”

“Very well,” said Ridmark. He would not lie. Not even
about this.

He drew back his cowl, exposing the brand of the
broken sword upon his left cheek and jaw.

A ripple of surprise went through the men.

“You’re…” said the first man. He lifted his spear.
“What is your name?”

“My name,” said Ridmark, “is Ridmark Arban.”

The men-at-arms looked at each other, and Ridmark
rebuked himself. Coming here had been foolish. Better to have
purchased supplies from the outlying farms or a smaller village,
rather than coming to Dun Licinia.

But he had not expected the town to grow so
large.

“Ridmark Arban,” said the older man-at-arms. He
looked at one of the other men. “You. Go to the castle, and find
Sir Joram.” One of the men ran off, chain mail flashing in the
sunlight.

“Are you arresting me?” said Ridmark. Perhaps it
would be better to simply leave.

The first man opened his mouth again, closed it.

“You think he made the friar disappear?” said the
younger man, the one who had mentioned his mother. “But he’s the
Gray Knight! They…”

“The Gray Knight is a legend,” said the first man,
“and you, Sir…” He scowled and started over. “And you, Ridmark
Arban, should speak with Sir Joram. That is that.”

“So be it,” said Ridmark.

A dark thought flitted across his mind. If he
attacked them, he might well overpower them. Their comrades would
pursue him. Perhaps they would kill him.

And he could rest at last…

Ridmark shook off the notion and waited.

A short time later two men approached and spoke in
low voices to the first man-at-arms.

“You will accompany us,” he said.

Ridmark nodded and walked through the gates of Dun
Licinia, the men-at-arms escorting him.








###

Calliande opened her eyes.

She saw nothing but utter blackness, felt nothing but
the cold stone beneath her back, its chill soaking through her
robes. She took a deep breath, her throat and tongue dry and rough.
Something soft and clinging covered her face and throat, and she
tried to pull it off. But her shaking hands would not obey, and
only after five tries did she reach her face, her fingers brushing
her cheek and jaw.

She could not see anything in the blackness, but she
recognized the feeling of the delicate threads she plucked from her
face.

Cobwebs. She was pulling cobwebs from her jaw.

A wave of terrible exhaustion went through her, and a
deeper darkness swallowed Calliande.








###








Dreams danced across her mind like foam driven across
a raging sea.

She saw herself arguing with men in white robes,
their voices raised in anger, their faces blurring into mist
whenever she tried to look at them.

A great battle, tens of thousands of armored men
striving against a massive horde of blue-skinned orcs, great
half-human, half-spider devils on their flanks, packs of beastmen
savaging the knights in their armor. Tall, gaunt figures in pale
armor led the horde, their eyes burning with blue flame, glittering
swords in their hands.

The sight of them filled her with terror, with
certainty that they would devour the world.

“It is the only way,” she heard herself tell the men
in white robes, their faces dissolving into mist as she tried to
remember their names. “This is the only way. I have to do this.
Otherwise it will be forgotten, and it will all happen again. And
we might not be able to stop him next time.”

She heard the distant sound of dry, mocking
laughter.

A thunderous noise filled her ears, the sound of a
slab of stone slamming over the entrance to a tomb.

“It is the only way,” Calliande told the men in white
robes.

“Is it?”

A shadow stood in their midst, long and dark and
cold, utterly cold.

“You,” whispered Calliande.

“Little girl,” whispered the shadow. “Little child,
presuming to wield power you cannot understand. I am older than
you. I am older than this world. I made the high elves dance long
before your pathetic kindred ever crawled across the hills.” The
shadow drew closer, devouring the men in the white robes. “You
don’t know who I truly am. For if you did…you would run. You would
run screaming. Or you would fall on your knees and worship me.”

“No,” said Calliande. “I stopped you once
before.”

“You did,” said the shadow. “But I have been stopped
many times. Never defeated. I always return. And in your pride and
folly, you have ensured that I shall be victorious.”

The shadow filled everything, and Calliande sank into
darkness.








###








Her eyes shot open with a gasp, the cobwebs dancing
around her lips, her heart hammering against her ribs. Again a
violent spasm went through her limbs, her muscles trembling, her
head pulsing with pain.

Bit by bit Calliande realized that she was ravenous,
that her throat was parched with thirst.

And she was no longer in the darkness.

A faint blue glow touched her eyes. She saw a vaulted
stone ceiling overhead, pale and eerie in the blue light. The air
smelled musty and stale, as if it had not been breathed in a very
long time.

She pressed her hands flat at her sides, felt cold,
smooth stone beneath them.

On the third try she sat up, her head spinning, her
hair falling against her shoulders.

She lay upon an altar of stone, or perhaps a
sarcophagus. The altar stood in the center of a stone nave, thick
pillars supporting the arched roof. The blue light came from the
far end of the nave, near an archway containing a set of
stairs.

Calliande sat motionless for a moment, listening to
the silence.

She had no idea how she had gotten here. Nor, for
that matter, did she know where she was.

And, with a growing sense of panic, she realized she
could not remember who she was.

Calliande, her name was Calliande. She knew that
much. But the details of her past turned to mist even as she tried
to recall them. Shattered, broken images danced through her mind.
Men in white robes, warriors with eyes of blue flame, armies of
blue-skinned orcs…but all of it slithered away from her grasp.

Something, she realized, had gone terribly wrong.

“They were supposed to be here,” she whispered, her
voice cracked and rasping. “They were supposed to wait here.”

But who?

She didn’t know.

Her panic grew, her hands scrabbling over the altar’s
stone surface. After a moment she realized that she was looking for
something. A…staff? Yes, that was it. A staff.

Why?

Calliande looked around in desperation, her panic
growing.

“They were supposed to be here,” she said again.

But through her fear, her mind noted some practical
problems. She was alone in a strange place, her stomach was
clenching with hunger, and she was so thirsty her head was
spinning. Despite whatever had happened to her, she could not
remain here and wait for someone to find her.

Calliande took a deep breath, braced herself on the
edge of the altar, and stood. Her boots clicked against the stone
floor, and her legs felt as if they had been made of wet string.
Yet she did not fall, and after a moment she took a step
forward.

Something brushed her left arm and fell to the
floor.

She looked down at herself and saw that she wore a
robe of green trimmed with gold upon the sleeves and hems, and the
left sleeve had fallen off, exposing the pale skin of her arm. Once
it must have been a magnificent garment, but now it was worn and
brittle, the seams disintegrating. The leather of her belt and
boots was dry and crumbling, and the few steps she had taken had
already split her right boot open.

The clothes looked centuries old.

Her fear redoubled. Was she dead? Had she been buried
alive?

Another part of her mind, the cold part that had
urged her to find food and water, pointed out that a dead woman
would not feel nearly as hungry as she did. Had not the Dominus
Christus eaten food in front of his disciples to prove that he was
not a spirit?

Whatever had happened to Calliande, she was still
alive.

But she needed to take action to stay that way.

She crossed the nave, her boots crumbling further
with every step. A thick layer of dust covered the floor, and she
glimpsed more cobwebs stretched between the heavy pillars
supporting the ceiling. No other footprints marked the dust. It was
clear that no one had entered this chamber in a long time. Soot
stained the pillars, and here and there Calliande saw piles of
burned wood that had once been furniture.

Had this place caught fire?

She saw the first bones after that.

Three skeletons lay in the dust nearby, clad in
rusted armor, swords and maces lying near their bony hands. She saw
the marks of violence upon their bones. Plainly a battle had been
fought here, long ago, and it had been followed by a fire.

How long had she been lying in this place of
death?

Calliande reached the archway at the far end of the
nave. A skeleton lay slumped against the stairs, clad in the ragged
remnants of a robe.

A white robe.

She remembered the image from her dream, and reached
to touch the bones.

As she did, the blue light brightened, and a specter
appeared on the stairs.

Calliande took a step back in alarm, but the specter
made no move to harm her. It looked like an old man in white robes,
his head encircled by a tangled mane of gray hair, his eyes deep
and heavy and sad.

“Forgive me, mistress,” said the specter.

“You can see me?” said Calliande. “Who are you?”

“Forgive me, for we have failed in our sacred
charge,” said the specter. “The Tower of Vigilance is overrun. The
warring sons of the old king brought their foolish quarrel here,
and the Tower is taken. I wished us to remain neutral, but the
others thought differently…and our Order has paid for it.”

“Answer me!” said Calliande. “Who are you? Why am I
here?”

But the specter kept talking, and Calliande realized
it wasn’t really there. Or, rather, it was not a spirit or a ghost.
Rather, it was a spell, a final message to her.

Left by the man whose bones now lay moldering at her
feet.

“I have no doubt they would kill you simply out of
spite,” said the old man, “and I have my suspicions of the darker
forces behind the strife. But I have activated the defenses of the
vault. Sealed it from the inside.” He took a deep breath. “Only you
can open it.”

“But that means…” said Calliande.

That meant the old man had sealed himself inside the
vault.

And to judge from the skeleton, he never left.

“Do not mourn for me,” said the old man, “for my
course is run. I am wounded unto death.” She saw the spreading
crimson stain across his white robes, and realized that he had been
wounded. “You will be safe here, until you awaken.”

He closed his eyes and shuddered with pain.

“Mistress, I beg, listen to me,” said the old man.
“You were right. You were always right, and I should have listened
to you as a young man. This war between the Pendragon princes…no,
it did not occur on its own. They were manipulated into it.
Mistress, beware.” His voice grew thicker, his breathing harsher.
“The bearer…the bearer of the shadow. You were right about him,
too. This was his doing. Everything has been his doing…and he has
been laboring in the darkness for centuries before Malahan
Pendragon raised the first stone of Tarlion itself. Mistress,
please, beware…he will come for you…he…”

The specter vanished into nothingness.

And the blue glow faded.

With a surge of alarm Calliande realized the glow had
been part of the spell. And now that the spell’s message had been
delivered, the light would fade away.

Leaving her alone in the darkness.

“No!” she said, her voice echoing off the walls.

The blue light faded away a moment later, leaving her
in utter blackness.

Follow this link to continue reading Frostborn:
The Gray Knight
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4069).
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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
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1287), Soul of
Dragons (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1727),
Soul
of Sorcery
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1845), Soul of
Skulls (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2808),
and Soul of
Swords (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3599),
along with the short stories The Wandering
Knight (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3073),
The
Tournament Knight
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3677), and The Dragon's
Shadow (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2635).
Get the first three books bundled together in Demonsouled
Omnibus One
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4442).
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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
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Ghost
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Ghost
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(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3932), Ghost in the
Mask (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4231), and
Ghost
in the Surge
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4637), along with
the short stories Ghost
Aria (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3243),
Ghost
Claws (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3930),
Ghost
Omens (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4235),
The
Fall of Kyrace
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4258), Ghost
Thorns (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4639),
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), and
Ghost
in the Razor
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5553), 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)
and Ghost
Nails
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5504).
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RACHAELIS MORULAN is an Initiate of the Conclave, the
powerful order of mighty mages. But to become a full Adept of the
Conclave, she must first survive the Testing. Those who survive the
Testing never speak of the trials they endured.

Those who fail the Testing are never seen again.

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

And creatures that yearn to devour her soul.

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

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

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








The Frostborn Series








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

But a shadow threatens to devour the kingdom.

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

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

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

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

The secret of the Frostborn.

Read Frostborn:
The First Quest
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4439), followed by
Frostborn:
The Gray Knight
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4069), Frostborn:
The Eightfold Knife
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4437), Frostborn:
The Undying Wizard
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4776), Frostborn:
The Master Thief
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5007), Frostborn:
The Iron Tower
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5183), Frostborn:
The Dark Warden
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5330), and Frostborn:
The Gorgon Spirit
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5330), 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), and The
Paladins's Tale
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5328). 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 story The Ransom
Knight
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5446).








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).
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