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      Theran Frostwatch marched through the frigid halls of the Bastion of Eternal Ice, his breath puffing out in white clouds thanks to the biting air. The walls glistened with a sheen of frost, their icy surfaces reflecting the dim blue light that permeated the fortress. High in the Ice Fang Mountains, the frozen stronghold had been his home for nearly a thousand years and he knew every room and passage as well as his own face.

      Today he had a meeting with the high warden, a quarter elf-blood who oversaw the ancient prison. Therius Frostwatch had served as high warden since the prison’s founding two thousand years ago and, as far as Theran was aware, he’d never left the fortress since arriving.

      Therius also happened to be Theran’s father, though for the purposes of today’s meeting, he’d be talking to the high warden. He turned down a hall toward his father’s office. Cold, unadorned steel walls stretched for as far as he could see down the passage. No sign of personality marred the perfect, smooth gray. Much like Therius himself, the bastion allowed nothing to distract from its purpose: securing the most dangerous prisoners the elf-blood empire had ever produced.

      Ten strides from his father’s office, the steel door slid up into the ceiling. Enwyn emerged, her blue cloak swirling around her. Theran’s mouth went dry at the sight of her. Her beauty caught the sparse light and refracted it, transforming the bleak passageway into something special. Her dark hair shimmered around her pale, perfect face.

      A dull ache settled in his chest. He’d harbored a longing for Enwyn since the first moment they met. He hated his inability to express his feelings, but the thought of her rejecting him filled Theran with dread. Better to stay silent and enjoy his fantasies than risk having them crushed.

      Enwyn’s face lit up when she smiled. “Good day, Theran.”

      “Good day, Enwyn. How was my father?”

      “The high warden seemed the same as always. I can’t begin to read his expressions, such as they are. At the very least I’m confident nothing is out of the ordinary.”

      “Then what brought you to his office?” Theran asked.

      “Nothing special. He asked me to take an extra turn patrolling the approach to the cells. Just a precaution during the five-year ethereal fluctuations.”

      Theran nodded. For the last fifteen hundred years, every one to two centuries their wards fluctuated for a five-year period, making the prisoners’ bindings grow dangerously weak. None of the prisoners had ever broken free, but Father always took extra steps during this period to make sure everything remained properly secure.

      “I won’t keep you from your work,” Theran said. “Stay safe.”

      “Stay safe, Theran.” Enwyn waved and continued on her way.

      Had her voice been a little warmer when she spoke to him? No, he probably imagined it, his mind hearing what it wanted to rather than the truth.

      Theran continued on toward his father’s office door, still open and waiting. He hesitated at the doorway, a flood of memories rushing back, times he’d been summoned here as a child, times he’d disappointed the high warden, times he’d longed for a father and found only his superior. With a slow exhale, he peeked inside.

      Therius sat, as always, behind his neat steel desk, the image of composure and efficiency. Sometimes it seemed like the ice that surrounded them had soaked into his father’s soul. He held his fingers steepled beneath his pointed chin, his gaze fixed on some distant point visible only to him. Theran couldn’t help wondering, as always, what occupied his father’s mind.

      “Sir?” His voice cut through the silence. His father’s gaze met his, unwavering and unreadable. Theran hesitated at the threshold for a moment, a familiar apprehension coiling inside him. The chill of the office settled into his bones, a cold, indifferent numbness that he’d come to associate with these meetings.

      “Come in, Theran,” his father said. “Have a seat.”

      Theran settled into one of the guest chairs, a hard, cold, unpadded thing no doubt designed to discourage people from staying any longer than absolutely necessary.

      “I’m declining your request for an upgrade to ethereal overseer.”

      Theran’s heart sank. “Why, sir?”

      “Two reasons. One, we don’t need another overseer, the three wizards currently handling that task are enough. They’re also stronger and more experienced than you. Two, adding you to the team would make them less efficient and reduce the number of guardians on patrol. Our current setup has served the bastion well for two thousand years. I see no reason to change it now.”

      Theran wanted to shout and rage that one of those ancients needed to take a turn patrolling the halls for a change. As the high warden’s son, Theran deserved an overseer position. He might be weaker than the current overseers, but he could still do the job.

      Of course, he said none of that. Instead he swallowed his bile and said, “I understand, Father. May I at least make the trip to our supply base to collect this month’s food?”

      “Certainly,” his father said. “Unless I’m mistaken the portal is due to open next week. Work with the supply overseer to determine what’s needed.”

      Theran stood and bowed. It felt like he’d won a victory with that concession, albeit a small one. “Thank you, Father. Is there anything else?”

      “No. Don’t forget to keep up with your patrols while you prep for the collection run. Stay safe.”

      “Yes, sir. Stay safe.” Theran stepped back into the hall and the office door slid closed, making the wall look perfectly smooth and unbroken once more. “Like I’d forget to make my patrol.”

      He muttered that last bit so softly no one would’ve heard him even if they’d been standing right beside him. He’d performed his duties since coming of age eight hundred years ago. How many centuries would he have to do them before his father trusted him to go without a reminder? The answer, he feared, might be forever.

      Still grumbling under his breath, Theran spun and stalked off toward the stairs down to the lowest level. Today he had the dubious duty of checking the heretics’ cells. The task always left him chilled by more than the endless cold.
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      Theran reached the bastion’s bottom floor and grimaced. This close to the prisoners, the ether held a corrupt flavor that left a layer of psychic slime in his mind. The sooner he finished his inspection, the better. Not that he dared rush. This time of the cycle left the wards weaker than usual. Though he considered it impossible, if the heretics ever had a chance to escape, now would be the moment.

      He turned down the hall leading to the cell blocks. Unlike every other level, the bottom had a stone floor. For some reason, when the elf-bloods built this place, they didn’t lay steel plate over this level. They didn’t even bother to smooth the stone, forcing Theran to take extra care lest he stumble.

      Fortunately, only twenty strides separated the stairs from the first cell. No, calling it a cell gave the wrong impression. He paused in front of the first prisoner. The quarter elf-blood stood, frozen, inside a block of magical ice. His eyes, wide and vacant, stared at nothing. Black striations ran through the ice, visible proof of the prisoner’s corruption. Each line pulsed as if to a silent heartbeat.

      Theran couldn’t remember this one’s name and the high council never bothered to label the cubes. Not that their names mattered for his purposes. He and the other guardians only needed to make sure the prisoners remained secure. If their names vanished from recorded history for all time Theran wouldn’t have cared.

      He focused on the ether then brushed his hand across the ice. The magical matrix remained intact, though it did look a bit thin in places. Perfectly normal for this phase in the cycle. Theran moved on to the second cube and found it exactly the same as the first.

      At last he reached the final cube. The ice had gotten so black the prisoner’s body barely showed through. Theran might not remember the names of the first two prisoners, but he’d never forget this one. Kiral Frost, formerly a half-elf of the council, and Theran’s grandfather. His father considered Kiral’s betrayal of the clan’s honor the gravest insult imaginable.

      The guardians had given him the name the Lord of Black Ice.

      Theran raised his hand to check the final cube. As he scanned the ether he muttered, “You certainly made a lot of tedious work for everyone, Grandfather.”

      That was not my intention.

      Theran jumped when the dark, cold voice spoke in his mind. He spun around, trying to find the source, but sensed no one else nearby.

      He turned slowly back to the cube. “Grandfather?”

      Hello, Theran. I’m pleased to finally speak with you.

      “How are you speaking to me? You shouldn’t be conscious.”

      I’m not certain myself what happened, but my awareness has gradually returned over the past months. At least I think months have passed. Time is a little vague for me.

      Theran hastened to complete his check of the cube but found it intact. Kiral might have regained his awareness, but he still had no hope of escape, thank heaven for small favors.

      How unkind. Do you not pity your poor grandfather, trapped here for untold centuries?

      “Pity you? You betrayed our people and ruined the Frost clan’s reputation to such an extent my father had to change our name and assume responsibility for this prison to make amends. You’re exactly where you belong.”

      It seems you’ve been fully indoctrinated by the high council. Do you not even wish to hear my side of the story?

      Theran frowned. Did he want to hear Kiral’s side of the story? In truth, Theran had little to keep him occupied between patrols. It might be interesting to hear about the ancient betrayal from another point of view.

      “Very well, I’ll listen to what you have to say. But you should know the high council didn’t indoctrinate me. They were destroyed before I was born. No one has succeeded in reaching Elfhome for fifteen hundred years.”

      How interesting. I may be the last living half-elf.

      “Maybe.” Theran slid down the wall facing his grandfather’s prison. “But you’re also trapped for all eternity so it doesn’t make much difference. Now, how about that story?”

      Very well. Heed my words. My tale is one of ambition, jealousy, and fools too arrogant to recognize their full potential.
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      Kiral Frost strode down the steel passage leading to the high council’s meeting chamber in Elfhome’s central tower. The meetings had grown equally tedious and infrequent as their empire on Valindor stabilized. The other races lived in largely peaceful coexistence, resource extraction proceeded at a measured, sustainable rate, and disease had largely been eliminated. For all intents and purposes the empire was paradise for the lesser races. Even better, maintaining it took minimal effort from the elf-blood overseers, leaving them all with plenty of time for private research.

      Today Kiral would reveal the results of his ongoing efforts. He couldn’t wait to see the looks on the others’ faces. He felt confident that he’d solved one of the final challenges facing the elf-blood people.

      He rounded a corner and nearly ran face first into Tharion Dusk. His mind had been so focused on his thoughts he didn’t even sense his fellow council member approaching. “Your pardon, Tharion.”

      “Be at ease, Kiral.” Tharion cocked his head a fraction to the right. “What troubles you? I’ve never seen your thoughts so scattered.”

      “Not scattered, just elsewhere. I’ve made some exciting breakthroughs and I’m keen to share them with the council.”

      “I’ll be eager to hear what you have to say,” Tharion said. “My own alchemy experiments have hit a bit of a dead end. Perhaps your presentation will spark inspiration for myself.”

      The two half-elves fell in side by side and made their way toward the council chamber. They were the last to arrive and the pair quickly settled into the remaining empty seats.

      Once they got comfortable, the chamber door slid shut and Lord Shael rapped the table with his knuckle. “Ladies and gentlemen of the council, let the meeting commence. I’ll begin with a brief update on the state of the empire. All is peaceful, leaving aside the minor annoyances of monster and beast attacks that the lesser races are more than capable of handling on their own. The quiet is uncanny and, while I appreciate it, I refuse to trust it.”

      Kiral kept his expression carefully neutral. Astor Shael never trusted anything and his fretting quickly grew tiresome. Nevertheless, he had the right to speak his thoughts, the same as all of them. As the most powerful wizard on the council, Astor served as chairman, running the meetings and generally keeping things orderly. As the second strongest member, Kiral very much appreciated not having to waste his time on those petty matters.

      Astor prattled on about keeping their guard up and blah, blah, blah. When he finally ran out of things to say he turned to Kiral. “Lord Frost, do you have any matters you wish to bring before the council?”

      “Thank you, Lord Shael.” Kiral stood while Astor took his seat. “I’ve spent the last decade researching ways to overcome the weaknesses of the elf-bloods. Though we are ageless and immune to disease, we can still be killed by violence or accident. For all our strength, we aren’t truly immortal. I believe I’ve found a way to remedy that failing.”

      His announcement brought a round of murmurs from the high council. When they fell silent, Kiral continued. “The key, I think, is to infuse our bodies with ether, partially merging with it to become both a physical and a magical being. Our magical body will exist in the ether, so if the physical body is damaged, the magical one can repair it. I’m only at the theoretical stage, but I’m nearly ready to begin proper experimentation. I hope to have good news at our next meeting.”

      No one seemed quite certain what to think. Kiral expected this reaction as it matched his own thoughts when he first came up with the theory. It basically mirrored, to an extent, how their elvish ancestors functioned as an extension of Heaven.

      Before anyone had a chance to speak, a golden light appeared above the council table. A shiver ran down Kiral’s spine when that light resolved into the perfect figure of a female angel. The translucent body made it clear they stood before a sending rather than a true angel. As one, the council members bowed to the angel.

      “Heaven has heard your plans, Kiral Frost. Know that we do not approve.”

      The angel’s beautiful voice stabbed Kiral’s soul. Why did Heaven not approve of his plan to improve the elf-blood people? What greater act could he perform for his kin?

      “What you propose,” the angel continued without mercy, “will corrupt the souls of the elf-blood people and sever your connection to Heaven. Forget your plan and accept that the immortality you seek will cost you more than death.”

      So saying, the angel vanished, leaving Kiral to gape at the empty space she had just occupied.

      “You will need to find a new project to research, Lord Frost,” Astor said. “If Heaven went to the trouble of sending a messenger to warn against the path you’ve chosen, it must truly be a dark one. Given the unprecedented visitation, I feel it would be best to pause the meeting so we can clear our heads. All in favor of adjourning until tomorrow at noon?”

      Every hand save Kiral’s went up, and his only stayed down due to ongoing shock. He’d had this moment—his moment of triumph!—planned for months only to have an angel appear and ruin everything. So much for Heaven’s policy of letting mortals choose their own path. Perhaps elf-bloods, with their closer connection to the divine realm, didn’t receive the same consideration. Well, regardless of what the angel said, or what Astor said for that matter, Kiral refused to give up his plan.

      He would find a way to perfect his people.
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      When his grandfather’s psychic voice fell silent, Theran stared in dumb silence at the barely visible figure. “Let me make sure I understand. An actual angel, perhaps the first to visit Elfhome since our ancestors departed Valindor, told you to abandon your research, yet you kept going? Does that not strike you as a bit arrogant?”

      Not at all. As I said, it is not Heaven’s place to dictate what we do in the mortal realm. I made my choice and I succeeded. That my peers ended up too stupid and blindly obedient to join me in my perfected state says more about their weak wills than my morality.

      Theran shook his head. He knew his people had a tendency toward excess pride, but this seemed a bit much even for them.

      Do you wish to hear how Astor and the rest of the council betrayed me and bound me in ice?

      Theran stretched. He’d stiffened up during the story. “No. I’ve already spent too long down here. If I delay any longer, it’ll lead to questions I don’t want to answer, not yet anyway.”

      Will we speak again?

      Theran considered the question. Despite what he’d learned about his grandfather’s crime and the clan’s dishonor, he found hearing the tale directly from the source fascinating. And as long as his grandfather remained bound in the ice, he had no power to affect the world. Just talking did no harm.

      “Yes, I’d enjoy hearing more about what happened. Next time I’m assigned to this area we’ll speak again.”

      Splendid. I knew a child of my line would have an open mind about the past. It’s a shame your father refused to see reason.

      “My father is the most reasonable person I know. You’re just angry he didn’t do what you wanted him to. I have to go.” Theran hurried away from the unsettling presence of his grandfather.

      He clanked up the steps far faster than he should’ve and when he rounded the corner to enter the bastion’s living area he nearly ran Enwyn over. He stopped just in time but still ended up so close their noses nearly touched.

      He hastened to back away. “Sorry, Enwyn. My mind was elsewhere. Are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine, though you did give me quite a start. Is all well with the cells?”

      Theran nodded. “Just the usual fluctuations. I saw no sign of the ice cracking or anything else that might indicate an imminent escape.”

      “Thank heaven for that. Can you imagine what might happen should the heretics escape with no high council to defeat them?” Enwyn shuddered. “I’d fear for the world.”

      “We won’t let that happen.”

      “Indeed we won’t. Stay safe.”

      “Stay safe.” He dipped his head in the faintest of bows and headed for his room. Luckily for Theran, everyone in the bastion trusted each other, and lie detection spells were considered bad form. If Enwyn had checked his words, he feared he wouldn’t have passed the test. A twinge of guilt hit for a moment, but he soon dismissed the feeling. He hadn’t done anything wrong.

      A tiny voice in the back of his mind asked why, if he believed that, he didn’t just tell Enwyn what happened. The voice sounded a bit like his father and he ignored it. Theran could have one thing just for himself.

      He put all that aside and headed for the quartermaster’s office to plan what he’d need to bring back from the supply warehouse. Everything else would keep until later.
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      The dirt road stretched endlessly through a dense evergreen forest. Danny had spent far too much time lately running down these dusty trails. A little over a month had passed since he left the city of Scale behind. Hopefully Liana and the villagers were getting settled into their new role providing herbs to the Wizards’ Guild.

      Danny frowned. Now that he thought about it, she and Howard probably only reached the villages this week, moving at the pace of a normal person. Running at a magically enhanced pace really messed up your sense of travel time, and Danny kept getting faster the more he practiced his physical enhancement.

      His boots, on the other hand, needed replacing. The endless pounding he subjected them to left the soles worn thin. He’d definitely have to buy a new pair when he reached whatever passed for civilization in this part of the world.

      Thinking about his destination drew his gaze to the distant Ice Fang Mountains. The steepest peaks still had snow covering them. It made a stark contrast to the sweltering summer heat. And he had to climb them if he wanted to find the next ether pool. At least he assumed he did. Given his map’s lack of detail, he wouldn’t know exactly what he had to do until he got closer.

      The distant clash of steel along with a guttural roar shattered his wandering thoughts. Danny skidded to a halt and expanded his awareness, every nerve on high alert. He rested his hand on the hilt of his sword as he concentrated. Not far ahead he sensed human and inhuman life forces. No corruption, thank heaven for small favors.

      He drew his sword and activated several defensive spells before continuing on at a more controlled pace. Running into an ambush would help no one.

      The sounds of battle grew louder as he jogged along. The shouting of men mingled with the roars of… something. The road curved to the right, blocking his view. The battle sounded close, and when Danny rounded the bend he found the fight.

      A caravan of six wagons spread out along the road. The monsters must’ve taken them by surprise as they’d had no time to form a circle. Ten guards fought desperately up and down the line against twice as many black-furred creatures. Each monster had elongated limbs and wild, glittering eyes. What they lacked in weapons they made up for with razor-sharp claws.

      Danny had never seen anything like them. He’d found Valindor had an endless supply of novel, nasty things that wanted to kill you.

      The guards shouted as they battled the monsters while trying to protect the cowering men hiding in the beds of their wagons. The creatures moved with horrifying speed, their claws and teeth driving the defenders back. Only the humans’ armor kept them in the game, though several men lay unmoving in the dirt as the assault pressed in on all sides.

      Danny took everything in at a glance then charged into the melee. Physical enhancements combined with a spell to make his sword sharper than a razor allowed him to cut the nearest brute in half.

      Another monster leapt at him like a striking tiger.

      Danny blasted it out of the air with a lightning bolt.

      He darted in and out, every strike taking a limb or a head. Despite their ferocity, these… whatever-they-weres died as easily as men and soon Danny turned the tide.

      Five minutes after his arrival, black-furred bodies littered the ground around the wagons. Danny flicked the blood off his sword and sheathed it. He sensed no other threats in the area.

      “Anyone hurt?” he asked. “I have some skill with healing.”

      The caravan guards eyed him, their weapons still raised. Apparently, saving their lives had failed to earn their trust. He didn’t blame them. The adrenaline from the fight probably hadn’t worn off yet.

      “Relax,” Danny said. “I didn’t save you just to rob you myself.”

      “Who might you be then, sir?” one of the guards asked. “Not a regular traveler with moves like that.”

      “I’m Ronin, an adventurer.”  He reached into his pocket for his guild card. The guards tensed as if expecting him to pull out a hell hound. “See? I’m a good guy.”

      The guards finally relaxed and put their weapons away.

      “So, does anyone need healing?” Danny asked again.

      Three hands went up and he got busy infusing them with divine energy. Thankfully the men’s wounds were shallow and in less than a minute he had them all patched up.

      As he finished with the last of the wounded, a portly man with a salt-and-pepper beard popped up in the rear of the third wagon like a chubby gopher. From the rich material of his blue robe, Danny assumed he had to be one of the people in charge of this caravan.

      “I beg your pardon, sir, but I overheard your conversation. My name is Tomlin and I have the distinction of serving as the master of this caravan. Allow me to formally thank you for your assistance. Would you by any chance be headed for Frost Edge?”

      “Glad I could help, though I regret not getting here in time to save the rest of your guards. I’m headed for the settlement nearest the base of the Ice Fang Mountains. My map doesn’t show anything in the area.”

      “You must have an old map, sir. Frost Edge has been there for two hundred years.”

      The elf-bloods drew Danny’s map about fifteen hundred years ago, so yeah, definitely old. “Sounds like where I want to go. Why do you ask?”

      “We’re headed there as well and I hoped I might secure your assistance as a guard for the rest of the trip,” Tomlin said. “I’ll even make it a retroactive contract at the guild when we arrive. Say five gold coins for the rest of the trip?”

      They were close enough that Danny wouldn’t begrudge the slower pace and, with any luck, the guards would share some intel on the local threats. “Deal. Do you have space to load the dead guards?”

      Tomlin shook his head. “Alas, our wagons are packed to the brim as you can see and we can’t delay here lest more of the gremlocks show up. It’s an unfortunate reality that the dead must give way to the living. Their families will be contacted when we arrive so they won’t be wondering what happened.”

      “Give me a minute.” Danny opened his storage and quickly loaded the bodies. “There, now they’ll at least have something to bury.”

      “That’s quite decent of you, sir. All right everyone, let’s get moving.”

      The drivers crawled out of their wagon beds and got back on the benches. A guard climbed up beside each driver while the rest spaced themselves out around the perimeter.

      A stocky man in heavy mail armor, his graying beard dark with sweat, approached Danny. “Name’s Arben and I’m the head guard on this job. Mind taking point? My boys are pretty well done after the fight.”

      “Sure, no problem. I’ve got some experience as a scout and I’m good at detection magic.” They shook hands and Danny trotted to the front of the line.

      Once everyone found their place, the caravan got underway. After his running pace, it felt like
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distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
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DISCLAIMER
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OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/stawaftftdk7---tlobi-3610x5400-ebook.jpg
SUMMONED TO ANOTHER WORLD

i FORCED T0FIGHT
- TRDENON KNG






OEBPS/images/halosymbolb.jpg





