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Book Three Prologue

Calliach

Jothar Kelderath suddenly sprang awake, at the sound of his monocle slipping from his coat button, falling, and shattering on the stone floor. He’d been dozing in his armchair in his little study, with a warm fire blazing on the marble hearth. He stared upwards with hazy vision, with one of the last books remaining in the palace of Korhad clutched to his chest.

A dark shadow moved across the vaulted stone ceiling, then slithered downwards, and began to rise and take shape on the grey stone wall. A single lantern the only light in the room—other than the dim light of glowbulbs to prevent Souljhin from entering via a Jhin-Tap. The shadow was six feet tall, then eight, then ten. A twelve feet tall shadow took the form of a cloaked and hooded figure, wielding a harvesting scythe that shone blood red. Darkness loomed within the cowl of the figure, and Kelderath was frozen stiff with terror. He realised he was looking into the face of Calliach, also known as the Angel of Death!

He hurled the book at the figure, the scythe swished to slice the hardcover volume down the middle. Then Death raised the scythe above Kelderath’s head. He leapt from his chair as the scythe fell to split the red cushioned couch in half! ‘Assassin!’ he cried. ‘Sound the alert!’

Calliach appeared momentarily stunned by the courage Kelderath displayed, roaring like an old lion in the face of his own demise. The door burst open as two of his Golden Owl soldiers charged into the room, spears and shields raised; their crimson armour glowed in the lantern light.

Kelderath rolled to one side, as the scythe fell again to plant halfway through the stone flooring. He reached for his sword, that had fallen beside the broken chair. He had a moment to struggle to his feet; drawing the blade that glowed bright blue. That brief window of opportunity opened due to his brave soldiers charging the cloaked figure, stabbing at his legs with their spears, two feet of steel slicing through the shadow form without a sound.

A swipe of the massive scythe and the two men collapsed, as if having fainted, though the blade did not tear their flesh, even though it should have sliced them into halves. Kelderath understood what this meant. Death had come to take down one man, the one who had been brought back from the grave. He raced for the open doorway, waving his sword as he ran through the hallways shouting, ‘Death is here! Raise the alarm!’

He looked back once to see a dark figure in pursuit, scythe blade glowing like magma. Within the cowl a face glowed with pale light, a white human skull with sockets of pure darkness. Before he turned to flee, Kelderath had sworn he’d seen the face grinning with delight, a hunter that finds enjoyment in the pursuit. 

***
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Hayley sat at her dressing table in a blue silk gown, brushing her long dark hair while staring into the oval mirror. Her liquid dark eyes showed the hunger she felt for her morning cup of goat’s blood, that was delayed for some reason. Her usual servant still had not arrived, and she’d sent one of the Aldebrands who watched her door, to see what was causing the delay. Suddenly her Battle Angel sent a warning to her mind.

She heard the door swing inwards—her Aldebrands always knocked before entering, so did Wil, or any of her friends—she sprinted to cross the room to fetch her Lukrorian Bow, raising the weapon pointed at the open doorway. No one entered, silence stretched until she called, ‘Who’s there?’

A body fell through the doorway, one of her Aldebrands! She crept closer to see the man had bite marks in the side of his neck, and in the hallway, the other dark-haired Aldebrand was slouched against the wall from a similar attack. She would make them her first Vampire Guards if they survived the turning process.

The vampires responsible were gifted to make it this far inside Korhad, without alerting other guards. She slowly crept back inside the room and waited.

At the same time, she allowed Wil to sense her fear through the kigare. She knew Druantia had already alerted Wil’s Battle Angels of the situation, and he would be on his way, but if he was a second too late—Something blurred in the corner of her vision, a dark shadow in the shape of a man. She spun with an arrow of amber flame drawn, released three shots, but the shadow was gone. Another blur out the corner of her other eye, she fired again, but the shadow easily evaded the strikes, as golden flames licked the damaged stone walls. That had been another one, so there were two assassins at least.

‘I will spare your lives if you agree to serve me,’ she said. That had been an idea of hers since she learnt of Tairark’s fall, or Serock as they called him now. Without a strong leader, the vampires would be lost for a purpose. She could be that purpose. She could lead them to redemption, those that would follow her orders.

‘It’s what you are that we want, not what you can offer,’ a male voice replied, it seemed to resonate from all around her.

‘What am I?’ she asked, as she moved in a blur to fetch her sword from beside the bed post, belting the buckle to her waist and drawing the blade in a flicker of motion. Becoming a vampire had made her faster than most immortals, and the half cure from Carl Wilder’s spell made her stronger than most vampires. The sword glowed crimson in the shadows of her room. With the shutters closed—apart from the dim light of glowbulbs—the only light was an amber lantern on her desktop, reflected by the mirror. She could open the shutters to flood the room with light, but these shadow beings would surely flee. She wanted to catch them. She wanted answers.

There was silence for some time until she heard the same voice, saying, ‘You hold the key to all vampires walking in daylight.’ So, it was a kidnapping they intended. That gave her an advantage, they would attempt to capture her and keep her alive.

‘You don’t stand a chance, you know!’ she shouted. ‘My husband will be here any moment!’

One of the shadows lurched from the wall, to take the form of a tan skinned immortal in red and gold armour, wielding a sword of orange light. She crossed blades with the attacker, both of them moving with their unnatural vampire speed. The blades flicked and locked in a blur, parry, push, dodge, she spun from harm’s way, realising then that they would wound her if necessary. The other shadow lurched from the opposite wall, she was forced backwards by the two attackers, but she wanted to defeat them without the aid of her Battle Angel. Then, she hoped, they would respect her.

She grasped the Ruhalden immortal by the hair with her free hand, twisting his form as the other attacker drove his blade through the Ruhalden’s chest. Blood sprayed as the attacker realised his mistake, but it was not enough blood to kill the wounded one. She gave a swift backhand to the jaw of the unwounded vampire, her superior strength sending him flying across the room to hit the wall with a dull thud. She pushed her sword into the wound of the one she held, saying the words, ‘Submit to me and I will spare you.’

The other one was on his feet again, he launched across the room with the ability of flight, but Hayley whipped the blade in the downwards arc of Sickle Moon to cut a wound from the man’s left eyebrow to lower cheek. He recoiled in pain, and she forced the one she held to the floor with a metallic clank against the stone. Her strength was so great in the movement that the vampire was knocked momentarily unconscious.

She hurled herself at the other one, moving through sword forms with speed and power, forcing him back in fear. When she locked blades, she quickly grasped his armour, throwing him to the floor and kicking his sword out of reach. She began to pummel his body with both hands, while still gripping her sword hilt in her right fist. ‘Surrender!’ she shouted, until the man threw up his hands in a pleading gesture as he cried, ‘Mercy!’

She repeated the same process on the other one, who was now awake but still sprawled on the floor, ‘Give up!’ she shouted, as the Ruhalden took quite a beating to his chest and torso before he finally cried, ‘I surrender!’

Hayley had won their respect; they had displayed honour in defeat. She breathed the name, ‘Druantia.’ Claws of vines and leaves burst from the stone walls to grasp the two vampire men, pulling them backwards to slam against the walls as her Battle Angel appeared at her side, in a shimmering gown, with flowing hair like dark fire.

She heard footsteps approaching, men shouting outside the hallway, and she sensed Wil was close. He burst through the door with his golden battle-axe in his fists. His eyes regarded Druantia and the two captives as he strode towards her. Aldebrands poured into the room behind him, seven in total before one shouted, ‘Hayley Martyr is safe!’ to the others gathered in the hallway.

‘I’m sorry I took so long, my darling,’ Wil said, as he put an arm around her. ‘When Dis Pater warned me you were in danger, I gathered soldiers and Aldebrands while I ran, in case it was more than I could handle alone.’ She knew he spoke the truth, her husband could run as fast as a Dremelden Wood Kin, but he was more cautious these days, and would have considered it necessary to bring backup.

Both vampires were immortal men, with the eyes like black seeds from their most recent feed. Both wore the red-and-gold armour, dark coats and grey trousers, with black boots. The taller of the two was the Ruhalden, dark hair in braids tied with beads. The other was Dremelden by his fair hair.

‘We should question them before we kill them,’ Wil said.

‘I already know what they had in mind,’ Hayley replied. ‘I want them to serve me instead.’

‘They can’t be trusted,’ Wil said. ‘Fetch Ael Tarael to Shield-Trap them,’ Wil instructed one of the Aldebrands, who pressed a fist to his crimson breastplate before Hayley said, ‘I’m not sure that will work, husband. Some Nightwalker abilities work beyond Shield-Spells of teron and terael. If this shadow ability is one of them, it will be difficult to keep them imprisoned.’ The Ruhalden smirked at that. Hayley said to him, ‘If you swear to serve me, I will hold you under my protection. Do you not wish to be free again?’

‘The Covens are free!’ the Ruhalden spat the words. ‘We answer to no one since Tairark was killed.’

‘Tairark still lives,’ Wil said. ‘Shall I fetch him for you?’

‘You lie!’ the fair haired one said in disbelief. ‘Tairark is no more!’

‘That may be true in a sense,’ Hayley said, with a grin, ‘though, he still lives; and he serves the Sons of Odin and the Daughter of Thor.’

‘That cannot be true!’ the Ruhalden shouted. ‘We would sense it if it were true. Tairark’s life force is gone from this world.’

‘Curious,’ Wil said to himself. ‘No matter, you will see for yourselves soon enough.’ 

***
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Adem saw the human shadow slide across the far grey stone wall. He unleashed a bar of liquid blue flame from his open palm, the fire struck the wall and a hollow wail sounded as the shadow retreated. Carl stood at his back, gripping his crimson spear as red flames blasted from the tip, aimed at the other shadow on the opposite wall. Again, the shadow retreated, but then both appeared moments later, taking solid human form. 

Both drew blades, one that glowed crimson, the other pale green, and launched into an attack. Adem formed a Shield-Sphere, using his thought rather than Angel-Magic, and the crimson blade made a crackling sound as the Shield-Magic pulsed with liquid fire.

Orion rushed to clash blades with the tan skinned vampire, crimson and golden swords releasing hot sparks as both moved with fluid motion through the forms. He heard Tobin clash blades with the other attacker behind him, as Carl and Adem both looked for an opening to hurl another flame attack.

Instead, Adem drew his sword that glowed pale blue, and moved to the opposite side of the vampire. Raven Dives, changing into Bear Claw and then Hawk Moth Flutters. The vampire easily deflected both Orion’s and Adem’s attacks; this one was exceptional with the blade. Hawk Moth Flutters was necessary to defend himself against the vampire, despite both he and Orion fighting the assassin at the same time. Adem realised he still needed practice at sword fighting, though Arawn and the Arch had gifted him with memories of the lives of ancient warriors of Kismeria. Through these memories his instincts forged him into a great swordsman; in some memories he was even a true Agnar. The effect was a greater knowledge of sword forms, and his reflexes were quicker, but it did not automatically make him anywhere near as skilled as Orion or Tobin.

Out the corner of his eye he saw Carl and Tobin attacking the other one with the green blade, and that one also appeared to be holding them off. Carl dodged the attacks and spun the spear trying to wound or trip his enemy, but that one was also adept at fighting off two men at once. 

Lydia and Elmira stood off to one side of the room, both with arms crossed under their breasts, in blue silk gowns and white woollen cloaks. Their expressions suggested they both expected this battle to be over by now. They would not engage the enemy with their own fire attacks however, as this was a match of honour for their husbands to defend them.

Grey Crab, moving into Charging Bull, the sword forms pushed Adem’s opponent into retreat, as Orion tried to get an opening to decapitate the vampire. That was the best way to defeat them; it ensured they did not come back to life when your back was turned. Goat Horns then changing into Sickle Moon. Adem was much slower than Orion in his sword forms, but he was fighting with all he had. 

This was becoming irritating, so Adem shouted, ‘Arawn!’ as Carl cried, ‘Math Mathonwy!’ Two full grown lions of golden fur and dark brown manes appeared behind the vampire, one pulling him to the floor with razor sharp claws and tearing a deep wound through his breastplate. A moment later the second lion bit off the vampire’s skull, devouring it in horrid gulps. Adem turned to see two Shadow Hounds standing over the one with the green blade, giant dark wolves that chewed chunks out of the man’s throat and tore off his arms, until half the body was devoured. The Lions and Hounds sat back on their hind legs and licked their paws.

‘So, I guess we won’t be able to question them,’ Carl said. Adem grimaced as he stood over the broken body of his opponent. Orion and Tobin were in Alit’aren black coats and trousers, with dark leather boots and the three Rohjor sigils of the Sons of Odin—the Black Wolf, Red Lion and Blue Dragon sigil—on their high collars.

Suddenly Adem was alerted by Arawn of a new danger! ‘Kelderath is in trouble!’ he said, and then he shouted, ‘Llew Llaw Gyffes!’

***
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Kelderath was running down a grey stone hallway, with Calliach in pursuit. Adem’s Battle Angel, Llew, suddenly appeared, he towered twelve feet tall behind Adem Highlander and Carl Wilder. Wings of fire spread behind the Battle Angel, and he soared over the top of the Sons of Odin. Llew’s blade clashed with the Angel of Death, as Carl Wilder shouted, ‘Math Mathonwy!’

Shadow Hounds the size of ponies charged down the hallway, biting and clawing at Death’s cloak. A red glow surrounded Calliach, and suddenly the four Shadow Hounds recoiled in pain: yelping like startled puppies. The crimson scythe swished across Llew’s chest; the Battle Angel fell and the ground trembled. Math Mathonwy appeared, golden armour and cape of blood red fire glowing. He swung his crimson spear, forcing Calliach into a retreat. 

‘Let him take me!’ Kelderath cried, but the Sons of Odin pulled him behind them. Adem shouted, ‘We need you!’

Carl shouted, ‘Angus!’ His dark-kilted Battle Angel appeared, wielding an emerald staff. Angus charged towards Calliach; his staff swinging like a club. Death was forced back by a blast of green fire, as a dull roar ripped the air. The Shadow Hounds had recovered and were howling with rage, when Calliach leapt—both Battle Angels vainly trying to hold him in their grasp—his white bone claws scratching against their armour. A red glow surrounded Calliach, before he struggled free lurching towards Kelderath as Adem shouted, ‘Arawn!’

A shadow figure standing ten feet tall appeared before Calliach, swinging his massive crimson blade. Fire Lions tore at his shadow cloak with their teeth and claws; their roars filled the hallway. Two Shadow Hounds pounced from behind—knocking Calliach face down; snarling as they bit into his cloak—then the red glow surrounded his form again. Arawn brought his blade down to hack at Calliach’s hooded skull; red flames burst from the sword as the cloak caught alight. Death started to rise again like a dark mist, orange fire flaring up around him. Arawn was smashed to one side by Calliach’s sweeping claw. 

Adem shouted, ‘Shei’heildorth Alfodr!’ Kelderath knew the translation from Old Nordic as, ‘Spear of Odin!’ A white-hot flame flew from Adem’s raised right hand; arm pointed like a spear as blue-white fire lanced across the hallway, striking Calliach’s heart! The attack flared white in the shadows of the cloak, as his terrible scream filled the air; then in a swirl of shadows and fire, the Angel of Death vanished.

***
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Hayley watched Serock, as he stood over the two vampire captives, still entwined in vines via Druantia. Her Battle Angel hovering beside her in an emerald cloak, and blue shining gown, worked with jade leaves. Druantia had seemed more subdued with the curse on terael infecting her mind of late. This worried Hayley; her main concern was the ongoing effects.

Serock wore Alit’aren black today, with brown leather boots. When he stood over these two men, they cowered under his gaze. At first, they did not believe it was him; then something changed their minds in a look he gave them. Then they were truly afraid. It seemed Serock still held some command over the vampire people, whether he chose to exercise that right depended on his proximity to his subjects. After a short while the two captives were forthcoming with all that they knew. The new leader was a vampire named Koncha, formerly a mortal lord from the Southlands. He was old, but not particularly old for a vampire, nor was he considered exceptionally powerful, which intrigued Hayley as to why he was given command. Apparently, he knew things of battle and warfare that were highly regarded amongst the covens.

Hayley found it hard to ignore that there was something alluring about Serock, or Tairark as he was known as the Vampire-King. Perhaps it was the link between him and the curse, that was a part of her soul. So perhaps he had a power of command over her too. For some reason, this did not repulse her. She felt comfortable around him, whether that was a part of his power, or whether she just decided to truly trust the man. His aged immortal face, white hair and moustache also reminded her of her father.

The poor soul who had died before Tairark took over his body must have been old, even for an immortal, to have such pure white hair. His pale eyes were also calming to her nerves, strange as it was to admit. Surprisingly, there was gentleness about him. She wondered if this was because Serock’s soul was becoming good again. Through good deeds, a person could find redemption for their crimes, she still believed that. It was what kept her balanced between her curse and her mortal soul. She was a vampire, but she was a good vampire.

‘I will need to watch them for another two days,’ Serock said. ‘By then this gift to move as a shadow will have dwindled, due to a lack of human blood. It is safe to feed them goat’s blood, to ensure they remain healthy for further questioning.’

‘I hope you understand that you will also have to be watched during that time,’ Wil said almost as an apology. Serock’s control over these attempted kidnappers seemed to elevate Wil’s opinion of the man. There was still always the risk that Serock had been sent by Jinn-Fendinn, to win their trust before he committed some devious act of betrayal. For this reason, Serock was still always guarded by six Ael Tarael, who maintained his Shield-Trap, keeping Angel-Magic out of his reach unless there was a need for him to wield. He was also always escorted by four Alit’aren, a diminished guard from his first arrival, though as he earned more trust the level of control over him was reduced.

‘I understand, Wil Martyr,’ Serock agreed. ‘I think it may be necessary for me to speak with Koncha personally on this matter. I wonder if I will be given the freedom to travel alone.’

‘I’ll need to discuss it with Adem and Carl,’ Wil said. ‘If you go, it is most likely we will escort you.’

‘I fear that would be too dangerous for you,’ Serock replied. ‘I can handle a few of my own kind, though an entire coven may make things more difficult. Much of my control has faded. I would hope to speak to Koncha about making a peace agreement.’

‘You want to make peace with a vampire leader?’ Wil asked, as if this was the most ridiculous idea he’d ever heard. Which was odd, considering who he spoke to.

‘I would try to reason with him, yes,’ Serock replied. ‘The Sons of Odin and the Daughter of Thor will be absent from this world for a thousand years. If Hayley remains alive during that time, or your child, they will both be hunted by vampires until an agreement can be reached.’

‘Then I will never return to Earth,’ Wil said, before Hayley said, ‘We’ve already discussed this, Wil. You will not survive to see the Ragnarök Battle if you do not return to your home world.’

‘That is true,’ Wil admitted. ‘I just can’t bear the thought of leaving you to fight this battle alone.’

‘I swear to you no harm shall come to Hayley or her child,’ Serock said, ‘so long as I am able to protect them. I swear it on the names of all the Great Angels, who bear witness to my pledge. I will not fail you.’

‘That is somewhat reassuring,’ Wil said slowly. ‘Know that if you break your word, I will return, and I will make you suffer.’

Hayley then released the prisoners from their bonds, after being advised to by Serock, and the former Vampire-King led the two men—who were now under his control—to the dungeons, followed by his personal guard. Adem and Carl arrived shortly after, along with Jothar Kelderath, Lydia and Elmira and their husbands. Druantia had informed Hayley that the Sons of Odin had just had an encounter with Calliach; reportedly on a mission to return Jothar to the Realm of the Dead. They all appeared a little shaken from the ordeal. Wil had insisted his Brothers could handle it when they received the alert.

Hayley sensed no drama from Jean’s emotions through the kigare, suggesting she was safe and had not been targeted in this attempt. Wil explained Serock’s request to go and speak with this Koncha about his desires to kidnap Hayley. Adem warned against allowing Serock to return amongst his people, though Wil argued that it may be necessary to ensure another attempt was not made in future years.

‘I’ll consider it,’ Adem said. After the battle at Hordrin’s Corridor, Adem had taken over command completely. All decisions had to be finalised by him. Even Jean had started to submit to his demands, though the relationship between those two was still fragile. Jean was having a very hard time coming to grips with Isabelle’s pregnancy. It seemed to signify Adem’s betrayal tenfold. If Wil ever betrayed Hayley in the same way, even when he returned to his home world, she would never forgive him. But Adem and Jean were not husband and wife of course. Neither woman seemed to agree that Adem had a right to be with more than one woman, and they both fought over him till their wits were deep fried!

Adem seemed the least troubled, except that Jean’s silence towards him seemed to add to his pain. He couldn’t function normally without Jean on his side. Adem’s sickness was also a concern for all of those close to him. Healing-Magic did not seem to have the same effect since he formed that massive link at Hordrin’s Corridor. All those who were joined in the chain also showed signs of being unwell, even the Ael Tarael, which suggested there would be more adverse effects from the female curse.

Two of the Aldebrands who had joined in that link, had been prevented from ever again wielding Angel-Magic, after talking in gibberish, and laughing hysterically for days. They were strapped to hospital beds and held with Shield-Traps during that time, until the decision had to be made. That also fell at Adem’s feet these days; as he was expected to uphold the decree as strongly as Jean had, so the final decision rested on his word.

Wil had admitted to Hayley that Adem was planning to use the rebel Alit’aren in this confrontation against the Jinn-Lord, perhaps allowing them to wield the full force of Angel-Magic only that one time. Though, once the Sons of Odin returned to their world, the rebels would surely go against the decree, and the Age of Chaos would begin. Hayley did not know who she would turn to during that time, or where she would go, but Serock’s faithful pledge gave her some sense of security. She would need a strong protector for her child most of all.
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Handling Isabelle

Jean rolled her eyes as the Ruhalden Princess threw another drastic tantrum. The dark eyed doll had crimson apple cheeks most of the time, though when she was in a mood, they simply shone! ‘Why is it you insist on being so difficult all the time?’ Jean asked. ‘You know your life is in danger without our protection, and Adem has his other pressing duties, so the role falls to me.’ Isabelle began to pout, wearing a crimson silk gown, sewn with pearls, and rubies around the plunging neckline; she never failed to make Jean feel jealous of her looks. Her pale face was framed by dark strands of hair, the rest tied back neatly in a thick braid. ‘I just get so frustrated being cooped up like this!’ Isabelle shouted, like a spoilt child. ‘I need some air, and a walk in the gardens.’

‘That is too dangerous,’ Terese said. The former Hero of Will wore a dark green coat, so long it served as a short skirt, with the thick black belt around her narrow waist. Her boots were emerald green, with tight leather trousers, dyed a pale cream. Terese was also finding it difficult to act as babysitter to the little troll. Handling Isabelle was a task that required extreme patience, and expert execution of control methods. She was a princess, after all.

‘It is also too cold for the baby,’ Jean added. The winter snows had arrived a week after the first rains. It had to be the shortest autumn on record.

‘Why must I be treated like a child?’ Isabelle wailed, stamping her red slippers in frustration. ‘I am the Ruhalden Princess! My child will be heir to all the thrones of Kismeria! I should give commands, not take them!’

‘The situation has changed, little princess,’ Jean replied with a glare. Being reminded that the child was Adem’s was always painful for Jean. Hearing it from the mouth of the woman who had seduced him was always a slap in the face. Jean wore a golden yellow coat and skirt today, embroidered with white foxes on the sleeves and hem, white stockings, and yellow leather boots. 

Terese also wore her sword, and two Ael Tarael sat on cushioned chairs along the wall, with three Alit’aren and two Aldebrands posted outside the door.

They were in Jean’s chambers, a large, well-furnished room, with a dresser and mirror of stained oak, cushioned armchairs in front of the roaring fireplace. A chest for her belongings sat at the foot of her four posted bed, with red drapery. Adem had not had the pleasure of enjoying those silk sheets, and if her mood did not change, he never would. She did not know if Adem had spent a night with Isabelle since his betrayal, though she believed she would sense it through the kigare if he did. She had learnt to shield her emotions from him when she wanted to, he on the other hand, was a flood of mood swings, emanating through their spiritual connection, from sunrise to sunset.

Even when she slept, she felt his emotions, he was in pain, and struggling with his mental health. If only they could find a way to mix up some special potion, to treat his illness in the same way that his medication used to work for him. Chemistry was an arcane art in Kismeria, and mental illness had always been treatable through Healing-Magic. There had never been a need to create a medicinal treatment. She had people working on it though. If they could create something effective, it could be used to treat all male wielders. It was possible a similar medicine would need to be created to treat the curse upon terael.

Jean considered all of this, as she half listened to Terese lecturing Isabelle on how to behave. One thing was certain, if Isabelle had a hard time taking orders from Jean, Terese schooled the little brat like she was her dutiful pupil, and without argument most times. Other times Isabelle could show surprising amounts of decorum. No doubt the result of being tutored by many scholars on the proper manners expected of a princess. She was also well taught in the histories of this world, and at times had provided insights that were appreciated, despite Jean’s reluctance to admit it. Jean also knew that Isabelle could be very kind to Adem, which brought her some peace of mind, at this point in time, while Jean was unable to find it in her heart to show him the same forms of kindness. Jean wasn’t talking to Adem because of what he did with Isabelle, but in a way,  she needed Isabelle to look after him while she wasn’t speaking to him.

It was a confusing situation, she wondered if she would ever find the strength to completely forgive him. That would mean inviting him back into her bed, perhaps even marriage when they returned to Earth. But she couldn’t think that far ahead now without her disappointment resurfacing. ‘Try to relax, Isabelle,’ Jean said, ‘for the sake of the child.’

‘I am relaxed!’ Isabelle shouted; her arms crossed under her breasts. ‘I’m just bored! Can we go and see what Adem is up to?’

‘He’s very busy,’ Jean said. ‘There was an attempt to kidnap Hayley.’

‘Who made the attempt?’ Isabelle asked with intrigue. Rather than face another tantrum for keeping secrets from the woman, Jean explained all she had learnt from her Battle Angels. 

Isabelle had stood with a vague expression on her face for some time until she responded with, ‘If the vampires could learn this trick to walk in daylight, we may never live to see the Ragnarök Battle.’

‘There is still great strength in the Free Lands,’ Terese replied. 

‘My father should know of this,’ Isabelle said. ‘Perhaps he can send an army to finish the Vampire Covens once and for all.’

‘The last time the Sons of Odin made that attempt,’ Terese said, ‘things got ugly. We need to find another source of great power first.’

‘But Jean says this Koncha intends to invade the Free Lands,’ Isabelle said.

‘He cannot do that until he learns to walk in daylight,’ Jean replied. ‘Even the overcast winter months are too bright for their kind in this region.’

‘Yes, but if Jinn-Fendinn rises from Kerak’Otozi,’ Isabelle replied in a lecturing tone, ‘He will cover the Free Lands in dark clouds, from the eruptions of the mountain. Vampires will invade and turn this place into a blood farm.’

Jean had to blink in wonder of the glimpses of deep wisdom that occasionally surfaced through that vapid void that was Isabelle’s personality. This was an example of the extensive history the immortal princess would profess at times, that never ceased to amaze Jean, much to her discontent to be bested by the woman. ‘You make a good point, Isabelle. It seems we need to speak with Adem after all.’

***
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Adem waited patiently for Jean and Isabelle to arrive. Most of the time Jean would not speak to him at all, except in official meetings that she felt required his attention. She also always made a point of trying to dominate over his elevation to power. He did his best to accommodate her needs, but he could not allow his followers to see him buckle under pressure. 

Orion and Tobin were standing along the side of the chamber, with their wives. On the right stood Carl, Wil, and Hayley, along with a half dozen Aldebrands and seven Alit’aren standing on either side of the entrance. 

The former kings and queens were kept close most of the time. He felt a deep trust for those four, and a pain of regret for Jean’s decision to renounce their ruling over Nordhel and Tarvel. They were still sore over that ordeal, like four proud lions licking their wounds. Adem was gladdened that they had found the peace of mind to forgive Jean. If she tried something like that against his own ruling, he would not be so light-hearted.

When Jean and Isabelle arrived, with Terese and an escort of Aldebrands and Ael Tarael—Jean always brought female wielders to these meetings, as a sign of her own strength as a ruler—Adem was torn between those two beautiful faces, of the women he loved so immensely. In a way he felt that he still loved Jean more—perhaps because she shied away from his affections of late—but the fact that Isabelle was to have his child and heir to the ruling of Kismeria, was something that made him more caring and protective of the Ruhalden Princess. Today she wore that familiar pout that told him she and Jean had been arguing again. It became less about him, fortunately, and more about their continued disagreement to meet on amiable terms.

Jean opened her mouth to speak but Adem raised a hand to silence her, wearing his most dignified expression, as he then gestured to Lydia, who said, ‘We stand in the presence of the Blue Water Dragon, Holy is his name, worthy is his cause. Praise him, bow to him, and show him your servitude. Honour him, love him and obey him.’

Adem sat in a large red cushioned throne worked with gilded leaves on the arms, back and legs, with a large golden dragon emblazoned behind his head. He had found the relic in an old furniture storeroom, after questioning Prince Lune on suitable chairs for his meetings. Jean’s and Terese’s eyebrows lifted till they might float right off their faces as they heard Lydia’s pronouncement, and Jean allowed him to sense her rage building. He’d thought up the words of that entire speech himself, designed specifically to irritate Jean in such meetings. 

‘Most women won’t even agree to “obey” their husbands during their wedding oaths where I come from,’ Jean said with a sneer. ‘Your head has become quite inflated, Adem Highlander. They say the higher you climb, the further you fall.’ That comment brought a cough of warning from Elarja RinHannen, who stood to the left of Adem’s throne. The emerald eyed immortal had become First Advisor in Adem’s new Dragon Council. Arig Flame-Bow stood to his right, his crimson bow sticking up above his grey coat. Elarja wore a sky-blue coat, and black trousers, with aqua leather boots. The Timestrider had also been kept close since Adem first learnt of his abilities. He was a valuable asset of limitless potential.

Adem smiled at Jean, he assumed she saw his sadness, that reflected to her through the kigare. He could put on a brave face, but he could not hide the pain he felt without her at his side.

‘You have summoned me to this meeting, Snow Fox,’ Adem began, ‘with urgent matters that require my immediate attention. As you know, I have many other things on my mind, so if you could get to the point, it would be appreciated.’ Again, he was testing his boundaries with her temper. 

Jean then told him what she and Isabelle had discussed earlier, about Fendinn rising and the vampire invasion. Adem had overlooked this. If Kerak’Otozi covered the Free Lands in darkness, the vampires could move northward, spreading their disease in a matter of weeks. Werewolves would be an even bigger problem. Adem shivered in memory of the Battle of Morgrahl Kordahn. He might not be so lucky next time.

‘So, my point is that we need to seek out another relic of Odin-Magic,’ Jean explained with red in her cheeks. Adem sensed she was still fuming. ‘We need one to either defeat the Vampire Covens; or to stop the spread of cloud cover from Kerak’Otozi, or both.’

‘Imprisoning Fendinn in Kerak’Otozi will stop the spread of both of those problems,’ Adem said, as he felt tension building in his brow. Lydia had provided him Healing-Magic this morning, though his illness was becoming so severe he feared he may become immune to such treatments. Suddenly another fierce migraine started to build in his temples, and he resisted the urge to rub them. It seemed stress could bring them on, and Jean’s news brought a torrent of it.

‘Nevertheless,’ Jean said, ‘I feel it is imperative that we divide our forces once more, to search for artefacts that may provide us with the protection or the killing force we need.’ That brought a sting of panic to Adem’s chest as he asked, ‘I hope you’re not suggesting that you and I separate again, Jean? Besides, I need my armies strong to prepare for our first confrontation against Fendinn.’

‘Is that all that concerns you?’ Jean asked. 

‘No, of course not, you’re my concern, Jean, your safety. Think what happened last time we left you alone. It’s too dangerous to even consider.’

‘Still, I must insist, the need is great, and without such a decision we may not have a chance to find what we require.’ Adem wondered what game she was playing with him now. The idea of it incited his temper; suddenly he was fuming, as he slammed his fists upon the arms of the chair, using Angel-Magic to amplify his voice as he shouted at her, ‘I am in command! You will do as I say! I am the Chosen One! I am the Saviour! You will obey my word!’ He was shouting so hard he was short of breath when he finished, he wore a dark scowl, and he felt his temperature rising. That was an old sign of his true illness surging, when the heat started, his brain started to melt as if hot magma had been poured inside his skull. He clutched the sides of his head, as the pain took hold. His vision had become watery, lost from focus as the burning headache tried to overwhelm him. He heard Elarja’s voice as if from afar, ‘Lord  Adem, you must stay calm. Focus your breathing, try to sense for the Tar’deith.’

‘He needs my help!’ Lydia cried. He saw a blurred blue-and-white figure approach, felt Lydia’s soft cool fingers press down around his skull. Lightning filled him, rivers of ice and fire, he shuddered, flexing his arms. His hands gripped the chair as the Healing-Magic flowed through his psyche. It took longer than the usual daily ritual for his eyes to regain focus when the headache subsided. Finally, all pain was gone, and the heat and cold ceased to flow through him as Lydia released her hold. ‘You’re getting worse, Adem Highlander!’ Lydia said with a pained expression. ‘Your illness is spreading. I fear you will soon lose all control.’

He sat back against the throne as she stepped out of his view. Then his eyes rested on Jean, and he realised she’d been withholding her emotions again, because she looked terrified. Her clear blue eyes were wide and startled, her mouth hung open in a snarl that exposed her perfect white teeth. He allowed her to sense his embarrassment and she regained composure. Isabelle stared at him as if she did not know him.

He noticed Carl and Wil giving each other nervous looks before they both regarded him with caution. They did not try to approach him; both were probably certain he was so far gone he might try to do them harm. Adem took a long gentle breath. ‘I mean what I say, Jean. I won’t allow you to go off on your own again. Now, is there anything else you wish to tell me?’ Jean stood staring at him with a puzzled expression before anger returned, as she replied, ‘I hope you and Isabelle are happy together, Adem Highlander, because you and I never will be.’ Adem’s anxiety struck hard to hear those words, and what he felt from her was pain, searing terrible displeasure, and floating above that emotion was the return of her fear. She feared him because he was mad.

Jean and Terese then marched towards the doorway, leaving Isabelle standing alone. Isabelle gave Adem a nervous grin, rubbing her hands together as if washing them, a sign of feeling unclean. But there was hope and a gleeful satisfaction to her gaze now that Jean had finally given up on him.

Her little battle was finally won.

Isabelle ran up the flight of steps to kneel beside his throne and take his hand. She clutched his left hand tightly and stroked his brow with her right. ‘You have a temperature, my sweetness,’ she said with a fearful tone. ‘You mustn’t let your temper get control of you like that again. You are the Saviour, Adem, but stating the fact in outrage is well ... madness!’ Pain pushed at his chest, constricting pressure upon his breastplate. He looked into her eyes and saw the sweetness of her soul.

Isabelle was special, not because she was a princess, but because she was kindhearted and brave, exceptionally wise, and openly affectionate. Strangely however the words that slipped from his tongue were not what he intended to say; ‘How can I live without her?’ 

Distress struck Isabelle’s visage, then anger returned. She stood and released his hand, folding her arms under her breasts as she replied, ‘I think you should receive your Healing-Magic ten times a day! That way, you will remember to appreciate what you still have, instead of stressing over what you can never have again.’ She was dignified in her deliverance; then she turned and glided down the steps on her soft slippers. Carl, Wil, and Hayley falling in behind her, as her escort, as she left the chamber. With a heavy sigh, he realised, he’d lost all of his closest companions in one meeting.
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Taming the Dragon

Carl marched behind Wil and Hayley, with Isabelle leading the procession back towards her sleeping chambers. This switching of the guard was common ever since it was learnt that Isabelle was to give birth to Adem’s heir. Word was beginning to spread amongst the servants and soldiers, and soon the entire lands would know of this union.

Adem’s mood swings were another concern, today’s outburst was perhaps the most severe sign of his madness spreading. 

As they neared Isabelle’s chambers Carl began to itch with the urge to speak with the Court Chemists to discuss creating a suitable medicine for Adem. It was not a field of study for Carl back home, so he didn’t know any chemical compound names or their base ingredients. 

Carl also had certain insights into the fact that the onset of Adem’s condition was also related to girl trouble, and similarly to his current predicament, it had involved not one, but two women. Carl decided he might also need to speak with Jean. Her decision to shut Adem out of her life—since his betrayal with Isabelle—was evidently having a serious impact on his mental health. Perhaps if Jean could show her forgiveness and possibly invite some form of intimacy between her and Adem again, his sense of wellbeing might improve.

Those were of course only some of the environmental triggers that had set Adem off all those years ago when he first became ill. The seed of that illness evidently was sown with their shared experience at Bright, over five years before Adem’s illness was diagnosed. 

This would suggest the only possible cure for Adem long term, was to discover a suitable medication here in Kismeria, or to get him home to Earth as soon as possible to return him to his regular dose of whatever he was taking. Given that he would need to wield Angel-Magic a lot more before that time, it was most likely that he would get much worse.

If things could be repaired between Adem and Jean, they could possibly move in together and consider starting a family. That would be the best arrangement for Adem. Adem loved Jean more than he realised, and whenever he thought he’d lost her, his condition got worse. Perhaps Adem was also too dependent.

Later Carl sat in one of the smaller lounges, grey stone walls hung with bright tapestries and a roaring fire with a white marble hearth. He and Arig sat and discussed Adem’s condition, while Arig looked over a small but fat book about mental illness and known treatments. Carl’s meeting with Jean hadn’t gone well at all, not that he had expected it to. He thought Terese was resisting the urge to attack him when he suggested Jean become more affectionate towards Adem, proposing that she even bed him to soothe his nerves. That had set Jean off too. Carl had never seen the woman so mad with him, or with anyone. It appeared Jean was badly burned from Adem’s betrayal. A compromise was reached when Jean agreed that it was possible her shunning Adem had led to his current state of unease. Jean insisted she would try to be more accommodating towards Adem in meetings, and that she would consider seeing him in private when her own mood settled.

‘We need him to be sane for the battle against Jinn-Fendinn,’ Carl had said, with great concern. ‘All our hopes depend on him.’

‘I know this,’ Jean replied. ‘I will do what I can to bring him back to his senses, but I will not be pushed to sleep with him, no matter the cost.’

‘The cost could be everything,’ Carl replied.

‘I will think on it.’

Arig brought him out of his thoughts on the conversation, when he looked up from his book and asked, ‘How long has Adem been like this?’

‘Officially, over seven years,’ Carl replied. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘There is something here about the length of a person’s illness and how that affects their chances of recovery. It seems the longer he is ill, the less likely he can be cured. It references potions to treat a variety of mental problems but gives no source of ingredients or methods of preparation.’ The bookshelf and its contents were among the few remaining in all of Kismeria. The High-Servants and their Hex-Keepers had not been entirely thorough in their elimination of all recorded knowledge. There was still some useful material available on that shelf, though Carl loathed the fact that so many books had been destroyed. It set them back a long way.

‘So, we have no new leads,’ Carl said. Just then he sensed Adem approaching, and his friend was so close that Carl realised he must’ve been shielding his connection through the kigare. He heard a knock at the door, then Adem stepped through without being announced by the Aldebrands who stood outside. Arig swiftly climbed out of his chair and did his best to make the book vanish before Adem could inquire about the topic. He was standing at the shelf and pretending to look for another book when Carl stretched in his armchair and said, ‘We were just discussing your new ability, the one that only requires ki’mera and does not involve teron at all. Yet it is remarkably similar to Angel-Magic and seems to have even greater potential.’

‘I know what you were discussing,’ Adem said. ‘Arawn informed me on the way here.’ Carl had not considered that Math Mathonwy and Angus might speak with Adem’s Battle Angels. If Adem caught Carl out in too many lies, it was possible he could again become paranoid. Suddenly Carl realised even those thoughts may be passed to Adem’s mind through their Battle Angels. He searched Adem’s face for any sign of this. 

‘Yes, the new ability is strange,’ Adem said, ‘and wonderful. The best part is that it does not involve Jinn-Magic, so the more I use it, the less likely I am to be effected.’

‘That is a positive,’ Carl remarked. ‘But is it a suitable replacement for Angel-Magic? I mean, will you never need to wield teron again?’

‘There are times when Angel-Magic feels more accustomed to what I want to do, and vice versa with the new ability. I call it thought into manipulation of matter and energy.’

‘I see,’ Carl said, ‘and I have seen that you are able to create dragons. I wonder ... try creating one now, a smaller one, and I will see if I am able to stabilise its energy to make it something permanent. Now, Adem, show me what you can do.’

Carl waited, as Adem stared at the red carpet over the stone floor for a while, with his hands behind his black coated back. Then something changed in Adem’s blue eyes, they appeared to shine for a moment, similarly to the permanent effect of immortal eyes. Then in the centre of their small circle, a green light formed to become the scaled emerald hide of a dragon about the size of a small dog. Its eyes were jet black and bulged out of its crocodile head, with blue wings and a blue beard and claws. Its neck and tail were long and sinuous like a snake, with a bulk of a green body, strong hind legs similar to a horse, forearms muscular like a clawed human limb. Its underbelly was also pale blue, and fang shaped plates ran from the back of its head to its tail, with ears like batwings, green on the back and deep blue on the inside.

The creature made a gleeful sound similar to a whining dog, and then it began chasing its tail in circles before Carl began to wave his hands above the little dragon, speaking softly as he worked an enchantment over its form. Light began to glow around the creature, and it halted and stared at the light around it, as if in wonder. First the light was pure white, then emerald and aqua, crimson flares began to weave around the light, then mauve and orange light. The light became so fierce only Carl was able to keep looking upon it, as Adem and Arig shielded their eyes. The little dragon made more grunts and snorts, as it gazed at the light as if it were the beginning of life; and in a way, it was!

The dragon was now a living breathing creature, made of flesh and bone. It could live for as long as ... he wasn’t sure how long dragons lived. There were no more of its kind in this world. Once the spell was complete Carl sensed great magic from the little dragon, and he immediately sensed that his own ability with teron had increased. It seemed Angel-Magic and dragons were linked; with the life of dragons, wielders’ strength was greater. This intrigued him, though he refrained from suggesting they make another in case it also increased the strength of Jinn-Magic.

‘Amazing,’ Adem breathed the words. His eyes were rimmed with darkness. He looked hollow, broken and not at all his usual self. Still, the little dragon seemed to kindle hope in Adem’s eyes. ‘What should we name him?’ Carl thought for a while; then he suggested, ‘What if we call him Kerend’harthiel?’ It was an Old Nordic name, meaning ‘First and last of his kind.’ Adem considered the name before he replied, ‘He says his name is Shienden’kroxus, it means Dragon-Sword.’ Carl gave Adem a puzzled look; then he asked in wonder, ‘He can speak to you?’

‘In my mind,’ Adem said. ‘It is similar to the kigare connection. He calls me Father.’ That brought a relieved smile to Adem’s eyes. Perhaps this little creature could become the source for Adem’s recovery.

‘What else does he tell you?’ Carl asked with interest.

‘He says he has been here before; he thinks he is reborn.’

‘That is fascinating!’ Carl remarked. ‘Every life requires a spirit, so this one must’ve borrowed one from an ancient dragon. I sense Angel-Magic is stronger in me now. Do you also?’

‘Yes,’ Adem said. ‘Arawn says dragons have always increased the magic in the world, for good and for evil. We will be stronger, but Fendinn will also.’

‘Should I reverse the spell?’

‘No, it is better to have him on our side. Will he get bigger?’

‘Can’t he tell you that?’ Carl asked.

‘He isn’t sure. He says long ago he was much larger, the biggest dragon to ever live.’

‘That sounds promising. But where shall we keep him?’

‘The wielders will find a home for him,’ Arig said. ‘It will take a long time for him to reach full size. This is a good omen. A dragon will be needed at the Ragnarök Battle.’

‘Why will we need him?’ Adem asked.

‘He will be our champion,’ Arig said. ‘His fire will be the only thing that can harm the Jinn-Lord, except for you, Adem.’

‘You mean my magic will be useless against Fendinn?’ Carl asked, with concern.

‘Only the Fire-Magic of the Blue Water Dragon can really harm the Jinn-Lord,’ Arig explained, ‘that and Dragonfire and the Magic of Odin. When the Lightning-Lord defeated Him, Jinn-Fendinn became almost immune to all other Great Angels. Only Adem can defeat Him now, but he will require assistance from Odin.’ This news only increased Carl’s determination to see Adem returned to full health. The battles ahead were entirely reliant upon his ability to fight with a clear mind.

‘So, what parts do Wil and I have to play?’ Carl asked Arig.

‘You are also crucial to Adem’s success in those battles. He will require your knowledge and your powers to hold back the demons that try to stand between him and the Jinn-Lord.’ That gave Carl a greater sense of purpose. He was still important; he was glad to know his role.

Shienden’kroxus was snorting and whining again, flicking his tail in the air as he sat up on his hind legs like an adoring puppy.

‘Is he speaking to you?’ Carl asked Adem, to which his friend replied, ‘He says he is hungry. He says he likes fresh meat, chicken, beef, lamb, fish, he wants it all.’

‘Well, the least we can do is keep him well fed,’ Carl said. ‘He seems fondest of you, Adem; perhaps you should lead the way.’

‘Follow me to the kitchens, Shienden’kroxus!’ Adem said, and then he turned to march for the door as the little creature scurried along behind him with his tail lashing the air like a frenzied whip.
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To Earn a Following

Hayley moved towards the cells where the vampires were imprisoned under the watch of Serock. Wil moved at her side with a cautious look to his eyes, wearing a golden breastplate: dark coat and trousers. Hayley wore a crimson gown she had changed into for this meeting. She wanted to remind these creatures that she was one of them. They had turned her maid who normally brought her morning cup of blood. She wanted to punish them for that more than anything; the old woman showed her deep fear when they found her with bite marks in her neck. She offered Tildra a continued place as her servant; she would not let the Sons of Odin turn her away to become a wretched creature of the night.

Four Ael Tarael stood guard around Serock. Another two sat on a stone bench, beside the cell door, where the two men were enclosed behind bars: beds of straw against either wall. The two men were on their feet however, they had been hours without a drop of blood, to reduce their abilities, and now their eyes were human in appearance, the Ruhalden’s large dark orbs and the Dremelden’s pale green.

Hayley stood in front of the cell and said in a commanding voice, ‘Leave us. I want to speak with them in private.’

‘I told you I wouldn’t agree to this,’ Wil interrupted, but Hayley gave him a scalding stare as she replied, ‘This is something I have to do, husband. Please, try to understand.’ Wil grimaced as his right hand traced the blunt head of his axe with his thumb, then he moved out of sight and stood leaning against a wall shrouded in shadows. Hayley indicated to the Ael Tarael, and they too made a short journey away from the cell, to whisper to one another as they kept a watch over Serock. The former Vampire-King was the last to remain, and she decided he could help her be persuasive with these two, so she allowed him to stay.

‘I wonder; what will you do now that your mission has failed?’ She addressed that first question to the Ruhalden. The dark-haired man blinked a number of times as if he didn’t understand, then he replied, ‘I imagine we will face questioning; then burnt at the stake.’
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