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In the opening volume of a complex new fantasy series, Hammer offers readers lavish battles, dizzying amounts of gore, and a system of magical patrons called Battle Angels that fans of the Final Fantasy video games should enjoy. – Kirkus Reviews

The battles, during which the Sons of Odin—and Jean, the Daughter of Thor—summon superpowered guardians, are splatterfests (demons are blasted “into dust and smoke, torn flesh and large spurts of dark blood”). – Kirkus Reviews

A marathon of fantasy gore and slow-building characterizations in a land confronting demons. – Kirkus Reviews

Book Two - BlueInk

Hammer’s vivid visual imagery ... makes the character’s journeys exhilarating and the battle scenes intense. – BlueInk Reviews

Druantia’s Curse is entertaining and full of surprises—from wormholes to vampires—but it requires dedication to track all of the subplots. Casual readers of fantasy may be frustrated by the wealth of detail, but diehard fans will appreciate the Robert Jordan-esque layering of characters, relationships and lands that brings Kismeria to life. – BlueInk Reviews

Book Two - Kirkus

In this second installment of Hammer’s (Odin’s Awakening, 2014) epic fantasy series, the complexities of magical warfare and romantic loyalties continue. Taking center stage once again, however, are the action sequences. They’re akin to panoramic oil paintings of orgiastic chaos, as when “Hawks, Crows and Pixies broke away from the Shadow Men to punch through vampire chests in bright flares....Skulls exploded on impact, limbs falling as torn debris.” – Kirkus Reviews

The use of time-travel and other twists—like the fallout from a romantic triangle among Adem, Jean, and Princess Isabella—deftly prepares fans for a rousing sequel. – Kirkus Reviews

This immersive, colorful, and action-oriented fantasy series smoothly maintains its rapid pace. – Kirkus Reviews

Book Three - Kirkus

In his third installment of the series, Hammer continues to tap a vein of phantasmagoric mayhem that should mesmerize video gamers and fans of the Lord of the Rings alike. Nearly every page displays eye-popping battle visuals: “Lightning filled the sky, a rainbow of coloured bolts, a thousand falling every second to turn the grey haze into a bright neon flare.” – Kirkus Reviews

The underlying themes of humanity’s imperfection and the individual’s struggle toward a truer self permeate this narrative, which sets the heroes in a new direction. – Kirkus Reviews

Provides an action-packed turning point in the series and sets the stage for fresh adventures. – Kirkus Reviews

Book Four – Kirkus 

Opening this fourth installment on Earth, Hammer (Arawn’s Carnage, 2015, etc.) teases a different kind of narrative. It’s not long, however, before his love for mystical carnage reasserts itself. In the hospital, Adem encounters a shadowy figure whose voice was “devastating to behold” and “made him feel that his skin and flesh were being peeled off by the dark energies.” This novel follows a beat similar to the prior three, in which armies are assembled, personal demons lay exposed—like Adem dwelling on his affair with Isabelle—and vast battles engulf the land. Plot quirks include the Time Strider Elarja Rinhannen’s trip into the past, and the widespread use of the tainted Dark Trail magic. – Kirkus Reviews

Dedicated fans should rejoice. – Kirkus Reviews

Though this tale begins with a unique rhythm, the author’s fantasy tropes draw it back into the series’ fold. – Kirkus Reviews

Book Five – Kirkus

Hammer goes back to the deep imaginative well that has served him in the four prior volumes of this fantasy series. – Kirkus Reviews

Magical action against countless creatures maximizes the gore. - Kirkus Reviews

A sweetly surprising finale expands the potential of subsequent volumes. Readers craving another dose of superlative magic battles and ambitious plotting won’t be disappointed. – Kirkus Reviews

Cover Artwork, maps and interior illustrations by Le Minh Nguyen. Le Minh’s artworks can be found by searching L. A. Hammer at Imagekind.com  

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.’ 

***

[image: ]


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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Chapter 1
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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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Chapter 2

[image: ]




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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Chapter 3
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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.’

‘That is a likely outcome,’ Hayley remarked, ‘but it doesn’t have to be that way.’

‘What are you offering?’ the Ruhalden asked.

‘I’m offering you a chance to escape the bonds of your masters. You have already submitted to me, now I want you to swear to serve me.’

‘What would we gain from this bargain?’ the Dremelden asked, as the Ruhalden shouted, ‘Don’t listen to her! It’s a trick!’

‘What trick would there be in a request for an Oath of Servitude?’ Hayley asked with that sly smile on her lips. ‘I offer you peace with the people of the Free Lands, and the right to shelter and sustenance in any town or village, and you shall be treated as a guest in the great keeps and cities. What say you?’

‘I will swear,’ the Dremelden said.

‘Don’t be foolish!’ the Ruhalden snapped.

‘Our only other option is death!’ the Dremelden cried to his companion. ‘I will choose life no matter what the consequences.’ Then he got down on one knee, with eyes fixed on Hayley as he said, ‘I, Folinx Berethedel, swear by the names of all the Great Angels, in the High Realm and the Low, to serve Hayley Martyr till the end of time, to be her sword and shield to protect her from any danger, to offer counsel and wisdom when asked, and to live a life of a free man, in a service I have chosen.’

‘There, that wasn’t so hard, was it?’ Hayley said with an amused grin. The oath was more than she had expected, though she considered these creatures could be crafty with their words. She addressed the Ruhalden as she said, ‘I offer your life, to serve me and my cause, or you may choose death.’

The Ruhalden’s eyes burnt with rage, he clasped hands over the bars with long dark nails like claws as he replied, ‘I have no fear of death. I serve my master, till death.’

‘How can I persuade you then?’ Hayley remarked with a finger to her lips. ‘Would you swear to the woman who bested you in combat?’

‘That has already happened,’ snapped the Ruhalden, ‘and my decision is made. I will die in service to the Vampire Covens. Our dream to rule this land will never die, so long as there are men like me who will choose death over peace.’

‘There may not be many of you left, if men like you persist for much longer,’ Serock said. His stare made the Ruhalden flinch, and then the man asked his former master, ‘Why have you joined these fools? The High-Jinn will destroy them soon enough. If not, the madmen Alit’aren will turn the Free Lands to blood and fire.’

‘You speak like a Prophet,’ Serock said, weighing the man behind bars with his gaze. ‘I chose the side of the living, in the hope that I too may live. I was wrong to turn from the All-Father. Do you not fear judgement?’ The Ruhalden released his grip on the bars, moving back a pace as if in shock of Serock’s words, then he placed a hand over his heart as he replied, ‘I believe the Nightwalkers have already been judged. We are doomed to walk the earth, murdering others to stay alive. We are hell incarnate. I know my fate when I die, and I welcome it.’

‘So brave,’ Hayley said. ‘But surely you believe in the chance of redemption. Were you such a bad person before the curse fell upon you?’

‘I was ... a ship’s captain,’ the Ruhalden said. ‘I had no wife, but there was a woman that I loved dearly.’

‘What became of her?’ Hayley asked with interest, the man’s confessions spoke of the reminiscence of his human soul. Love was a deep human emotion, vampires were selfish creatures; they had great desire, but felt no more for their brides.

‘There were three vampire stowaways on board,’ the Ruhalden said with a vexed sigh. ‘They gave me the option of joining them or being bled dry. So, I joined them. The next day I asked Carellia to do the same. She jumped overboard when she learned what I had become. She told me she would rather drown than love me another minute. I dived in to try to save her, but she was hit by a huge wave that pulled her under. It was night, but I could still see her down there in the dark depths as I swam to her rescue. She was already dead before we reached the surface, so I let the sea take her.’

‘And you have never taken a bride since then?’ Hayley asked.

‘I never felt the same way about any other woman. Vampire brides are lacking in the qualities I remember in her.’

‘Tell me your name,’ Hayley said.

‘Larg Keledren, my Lady,’ the man replied.

‘You honour me, Larg,’ Hayley said with a smile. ‘You seem to me a man who needs a cause to follow, discipline, and I believe you also have the capacity to be good again. What would you require to agree to serve me?’

Larg thought on this for a time before he replied, ‘Make me a general for the armies of the Sons of Odin.’

Hayley grinned at his eagerness before she said, ‘My offer is for you to serve me, and my cause, which is separate from the goals of the Sons. Would you be satisfied if I made you High General of my Coven?’

Larg appeared stunned as he asked, ‘You mean you plan to take on more followers? Do you intend to become the next Head Vampire?’

‘I intend to give any vampire who attempts to take my life the same ultimatum I gave you. Those that agree shall join my forces, those that refuse, shall die.’ Larg stared at Hayley then Serock for some time, until he gave a deep sigh and got to one knee, then stated the same oath as Folinx. When he finished, he stayed on the ground with his eyes lowered until Hayley said, ‘A clever choice, Larg Keledren, High General of the Martyr Coven. You may rise.’

*** 
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Adem sat at the dining table that was not as grand a feast as their hosts liked to prepare, with small dishes of sliced roasted meats, whole salmon and trout garnished with lemon, along with an assortment of breads and cheese slices. Carl sat beside him with Tobin and Orion and their wives seated opposite. Shienden’kroxus sat on the floor beside Adem’s chair, the little dragon feasting on platters of fish, lamb, turkey, and ham. He had quite an appetite for so little a dragon, and he gulped down every mouthful with his tail lashing in the air. Adem liked the dragon, he had owned few pets in his life, but Shienden’kroxus reminded him of a faithful little dog that required much love and attention. He found his mood had changed slightly since Carl had assisted in giving life to his new pet. He felt calm again, and slightly amused by the behaviour of the magical creature.

What concerned him most was how to win back Jean’s affections. His first battle against Fendinn was looming, and he feared standing against his greatest opponent without Jean’s love to guide him. But it was his fault, he had betrayed her love, and now Isabelle was to have his child. In a way he was excited about being a father, and he wondered at the life his son would live with the expectations of this entire world rested on his shoulders. Adem knew the child was male; of course, as he had insisted Arawn confirm it despite Adem’s hesitations about such knowledge being considered bad luck.

He had not decided on a name yet, nor had he informed Isabelle that she was to give birth to a son. He would be able to wield Angel-Magic most certainly, and he would be half immortal, suggesting a very long life with teron to sustain him. He wondered at the fate of his child that he may never know. He hoped he could stay in this world long enough to spend some time with the boy before he returned home. Of course, he also wondered at his capabilities at fatherhood.

‘What reports do you have on the Green Border situation?’ Adem asked Carl, who was chewing a mouthful of dried fruit. Carl cleared his throat, and then said in a respectful tone, ‘Demon movement continues on the borders of Korhad and Kareldon. The north is assembling forces to push them back in that region. We are set to march east tomorrow at dawn.’

‘Do you suggest we take Jean, or leave her to guard Isabelle?’

‘That is a tricky question,’ Carl admitted. ‘Isabelle needs our protection, but Jean does also. Whether we take Jean or leave her behind, either way, both women will be in serious danger.’

‘What if Hayley remains to guard them also?’

‘That would mean leaving them under Serock’s guard, and if things get messy, well ... I still don’t trust the man.’

‘I agree,’ Adem said. ‘So, should we bring the lot of them?’

‘I didn’t realise my duties included telling you how to manage your girlfriends. Perhaps you should discuss it with them.’ Carl wore that slightly amused grin of his.

‘I have to make those decisions for them,’ Adem said. ‘It is up to me to ensure that they both remain safe. Neither of them seems to care enough about self-preservation and all they want to do is charge into battle at my side.’

‘Isabelle waving the banner of the Blue Water Dragon, no doubt,’ Carl was still grinning in that way.

‘I’m trying to be serious, Carl. It is difficult to work out the safest option. Sure, Terese is strong, and smart, but she would be helpless against Calliestra if she returned with a few extra Hex-Keepers on her side.’

‘Two dozen Ael Tarael, fifty Alit’aren, a hundred Aldebrands, and soldiers posted on every hallway and door leading to their chambers. That would suffice with Hayley and Druantia to back up Jean’s Battle Angels.’

‘Possibly,’ Adem said, ‘but what if they bring a few Hex-Warlords too?’

‘Then we take them with us,’ Carl said, sounding irritated, although Adem knew he took the lives of those two women very seriously. ‘But you risk making both women a target on the battlefield. If you lose your heir, you and Isabelle would be heartbroken to say the least. If we lose the Daughter of Thor, well, then we lose it all.’

‘I won’t let that happen,’ Adem said. ‘They are my responsibility. When Jean was taken by that sleeping spell ... I thought I’d lost her forever. Can you imagine how that felt, after I betrayed her?’

‘I can’t say I know those exact feelings,’ Carl said. ‘We’ll take them with us and do our best to keep them safe.’

‘Should we take a larger force?’

‘Perhaps, but that includes the problem of a large-scale retreat: if things get out of our control. I will add another fifty Ael Tarael, and a personal guard of thirty Alit’aren, and two hundred Aldebrands for the women.’

‘That should do it,’ Adem said, suddenly feeling his hunger really kick in after his morning Healing-Magic. He reached for some slices of roast lamb in gravy and layered it into an open roll with butter. They were mostly drinking water these days, as the apple cider was more potent than wine, and they wished to keep their wits about them in case of another attack. He savoured the hot gravy and lamb in the melted butter and bread, his stomach groaning as he tried to steady his bites to maintain adequate manners. He was soon reaching for another roll when Shienden’kroxus sent to his mind: Will I be joining you on this mission?

You are still a little fellow, Adem replied through the connection similar to the kigare. I would rather you stay here and mind the fort while we take care of things until you are a bit bigger.

Shienden’kroxus snorted with a disappointed look to his large dark eyes.

You would be surprised, Father. I may be young, and small, but I have great strength in me.

All the more reason we should keep you safe until you are a little larger, then. Adem didn’t like giving commands to the little dragon. Already their bond seemed to affect his emotions more strongly than his connection to his Battle Angels. When the dragon’s emotions changed, Adem felt them change, making him realise the strength of their bond. As he thought about it, he realised it may be because the dragon was his creation. So, in some small way, the dragon was a part of himself, like a son with the same attributes. It was possible the dragon was a part of his own mind, as he was created from Adem’s thought.

Shienden’kroxus snorted again and then swished his tail excitedly as he returned to devouring the platters piled before him. Adem gave a soft chuckle, perhaps this little creature could serve as the one companion he could truly trust.
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Chapter 4
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The Dragon’s Need

Adem was seated in his chamber, in front of the fire, when he heard a knock, and asked, ‘Who is it?’ He was busy speaking with Shienden’kroxus and didn’t want the interruption. Then he heard the Aldebrand outside the door calling back, ‘The White Snow Fox requests an audience with the Blue Water Dragon.’

Adem nearly leapt out of his chair; then he calmed himself, and asked, ‘Where does she want to meet me?’ Then he heard Jean’s voice calling out with an impatient tone, ‘I am here, Adem! I want to talk to you.’

This time Adem did leap out of his chair! Shienden’kroxus wore a puzzled expression, with his brows turning downwards, and his head raised high above his body.

‘Then enter, please, Jean.’ There was hope in his voice that he could not hide from her. The door opened, and the Aldebrand, Harlton, black of hair with dark eyes, held it out wide as Jean stepped into the doorway.

He felt a lump in his throat that made it hard to swallow, Jean looked amazing! Her hair was in twin braids, thick golden patterns she had learnt from Lydia and Elmira. Her deep blue eyes sparkled like warm ice and she smiled as she stepped into the room and gave a deep curtsy. ‘May I request this audience with you, Adem Highlander?’ Adem smiled back, feeling relieved for the first time in a while, though it seemed at that moment the only good time he could remember.

‘I am honoured by your presence, Lady Jean,’ Adem replied, gesturing to the other red cushioned couch for her to sit, with the intention of sitting next to her on the two-seater once she was settled. ‘Please sit, shall I order refreshments?’

‘You talk like you’re a hundred years old,’ Jean said as she moved to seat herself on the sofa. She wore an emerald silk gown with white pearls around her neck with a low-cut neckline to display ample bosom. A belt of silver leather surrounded her narrow waist, and he was gazing down at her sparkling white shoes when he heard Terese utter from the doorway, ‘I’ll be listening in on you two. Keep it clean.’ Jean waved her away with a gesture and Harlton pulled the door shut.

Shienden’kroxus immediately rushed to jump on the sofa beside Jean, begging in a whining tone for love and cuddles. ‘He likes you a lot,’ Adem said, after giving the name of the dragon to Jean. ‘He says you are the most beautiful woman in all his memories.’

‘You are too kind, Shienden’kroxus,’ Jean said. ‘A happy little fellow you are, aren’t you?’ She gave him gentle strokes across his scales that made him curl up close to her making gentle snorting sounds. This was not going at all the way Adem had intended. He tried telling the little dragon, with his thoughts, that he had wanted to sit next to Jean. Shienden did not respond; and continued his undeniably cute noises of comfort and contentment.

‘Did you have something you wished to discuss?’ He asked in a casual way, keeping a tight rein on his temper.

‘I told you I want to talk to you, Adem. How have you been feeling lately? We’re all more than a little concerned for you these days.’

‘So, you wanted to discuss my mood?’

‘That, and other things as well,’ she said as she batted her eyelids that accentuated her long eyelashes. Adem was aghast, and he asked, ‘So you have come to tell me you forgive me?’

‘I have forgiven you, Adem.’

‘So, does this mean we can go back to how things were?’

‘Forgiveness is not the same as being able to forget,’ Jean said. ‘I am still deeply hurt by your actions. But I understand that bad feelings between us could unsettle you, so I am here to declare peace.’

‘You’re all dressed up,’ Adem said as he admired her figure, then he looked in her eyes and saw real warmth glowing there as she stared back and said, ‘Yes, I wanted to surprise you. I have been speaking with Carl about your condition, and he feels it may require my extra special care to nurse you back to health.’

Adem’s brows nearly jumped off his face as he asked, ‘Does this mean that we can—’

She cut him off, saying bluntly, ‘Do not suppose that I will give myself to you unless I consider it vital to the hope of the Free Lands. I am a woman of duty nowadays, Adem. I want what is best for the people.’

‘I wouldn’t want you to give yourself to me for any other reason than your own desire,’ Adem replied. ‘I love you, Jean. I still do, I just, I made a big mistake, and I’ve been paying for it ever since.’

‘It will teach you a lesson, then,’ Jean replied as she fixed him with a narrow gaze. ‘However, the people must be first on my list of priorities, and the people require a sane hero. So, on this evening, I am all yours, Adem Highlander, to do with as you wish. I won’t promise it will happen again but depending on the effects of the treatment I shall consider administering further rehabilitative care.’

Adem thought for some time before he gave a response, the thought that kept buzzing around inside his head was: If I can have another shot at Jean, I’ll take it no matter the circumstances! He told himself he was a boorish oaf for even thinking such things, and he said, ‘You have to want me, Jean. You have to commit yourself, mind, body, and soul. I can’t ask you to do that as a duty to the people! I can’t accept your offer unless you show me that you truly forgive me and show me the love, we once felt for each other.’

‘That could require more time,’ Jean said. ‘You betrayed our love.’ Shienden lifted his snout and made disapproving snorting noises, with a little fire kindled in his large black eyes. ‘You see, he understands,’ Jean said, still stroking the little animal’s scales. ‘First, you have to show me that you are truly sorry for what you have done. No more playing Lord of the Castle, no more high demands of servitude and honouring the all-knowing Dragon.’

‘I promise I will remove all such formalities from our meetings,’ Adem agreed. That voice kept telling him to say whatever was necessary. He got down on one knee and said, ‘I am truly sorry for what I have done, Jean,’ with his arms outstretched. ‘I can’t find it in my heart to forgive myself, so if you can’t show me true forgiveness, I am lost and alone.’

‘You’re not alone,’ Jean replied. ‘You have armies, advisors, even a pet dragon. We all love you, Adem; we’re just worried you’re ... starting to crack.’

‘I feel much better, now that you are here, Jean.’

‘And I will feel better when I see you return to your senses. Now, sit on the bed, and I will agree to some light kissing and holding one another. Is your dragon going to stay and watch?’

‘Shienden never leaves my side,’ Adem said. ‘If you are truly committed to this service, you will have to get used to him being present, the whole time.’

‘Just some light kissing then,’ Jean said with an uncomfortable grin.

***

[image: ]


Jean moved to sit beside Adem on the bedcovers. He looked dark around the eyes, and pale skinned, a haunted look to his gaze. But when she sat and touched his face with her left hand, he reached up to take her hand and kissed her knuckles. ‘When you’re ready,’ she said. She really didn’t mind Shienden’kroxus staying in the room and watching, but it still made her uncomfortable at the thought of where this evening might lead.

Adem leaned in to kiss her lips, and she kissed back, gently. It brought back memories of those first days they gave themselves to each other. She felt pain again at the thought of his betrayal, but his kisses were sweet, he was still quite the romantic, and his touch was affectionate, needing.

He pulled her down over the bed and rolled on top of her, they kissed again after he gazed into her eyes with his burning blue orbs. Suddenly his mood had altered, he looked confident again, at ease with his thoughts. Time drifted, and she began to become conscious of the dragon watching.

She heard Shienden making vibrating sounds in his throat—after feeling his gentle footsteps when he leapt onto the bed—and she looked over to see his front claws spread over the sheets, and his head raised and staring moon eyed at them both.

Suddenly the door burst open, she had not heard voices being raised outside, but when she looked up; Isabelle entered the room with a storm in her gaze. She was cold blooded fury welled up to explosive proportions. Jean was certain she was blushing when she pushed Adem away and sat upright, brushing the long sleeves of her gown in a delicate manner as she stared cross-eyed at Isabelle.

‘Am I to be mother to the heir of Kismeria, and share you with every doll faced pretty that walks the halls?’ Adem gathered himself as he sat up and said, ‘Now that’s out of line, Isabelle, Jean and I were just ... we were making a pact.’

‘I saw what you were doing!’ Isabelle shouted with jealous rage; then she looked to Jean and said, ‘You said earlier that you were done with him. Now you’re throwing yourself at his greed?’

‘I think we all need to sit down for another long talk,’ Jean said as she checked her pearl earrings—

Dark shadows rose on the walls to surround them in the lantern light, human figures that caused Adem to shout, ‘We’re under attack!’

Terese charged into the room with immortal speed, and raced to Jean’s side, to hand over her emerald bow, that housed the spirit of one of her Battle Angels. In those fleeting moments, she heard Adem shout, ‘Arawn!’ The shadows took full form, to reveal dozens of vampires, leaping for them from the walls! Fire Lions appeared, to leap upon some of the attackers, biting and clawing to tear vampire flesh to shreds as dark blood flowed. Jean moved with lightning reflexes to unleash arrows of emerald flames that struck the hearts of three armoured men, they died with holes burned through their chests. Dozens more appeared—first as shadows that took human form—and were leaping from the walls to fly towards them as Jean shouted, ‘Tanriel!’

Crimson Flame Spears flew from above Jean’s form in multiple directions, skewering vampires through the heart to pin them to the walls as their flesh melted off their bones, collapsing into burning piles of ash. Six Aldebrands were already in the room and they and Terese were surrounding Isabelle.

Blades flared brightly in the shadows as more vampires launched from the walls. Aldebrands moved with supernatural speed as they cut down dozens of the assassins in execution style defences. Arawn loomed ten feet tall in his shadow cloak and scaled armour, silver rune-marked skull-mask and gauntlets, unleashing shards of burning light from his open hands, the blades sprayed outwards to punch through vampire bodies that dropped as burning skeletons.

Dozens more appeared and leapt forwards; Arawn and Tanriel holding off most, while Jean continued to fire emerald arrows and Adem threw bolts of lightning in multiple directions at once—the blue flames appeared wherever a vampire took form—burning holes through flesh; the assassins fell like flies. Jean could sense Hayley’s alert nature. Tanriel confirmed that Hayley was the real target. Then she told Jean that Adem’s orders were to remain here and form a defence: Hayley and Wil can take care of each other.

***
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Hayley unleashed a flurry of golden arrows from her bow. Vampires were appearing by the dozen, first as shadow forms, then becoming solid human figures, that leapt through the air, with burning blades or daggers in their fists. The alert had come from Druantia only seconds before the first shadows appeared, fortunately Wil had been with her at the time, and he stood at her back, unleashing golden arrows with the speed of a Dremelden Archer.

They both fired arrows aimed at stunning the enemy, Hayley wanted to keep as many of them alive as she could manage. Druantia also focused on tying up vampires with her vines and leaves, coiling like live serpents to trap and hold them until Hayley could force them to submit. Her Battle Angel hovered in the space between her and Wil, also unleashing jade arrows from an emerald bow. The jade arrows stuck in the vampires and weakened them, paralysing them as they lay twitching on top of one another on the carpet. She would gain a few more followers out of this.

She sheathed her bow, drew her sword as Wil reached for his axe, shouting, ‘Eledisren!’ Dis Pater appeared as a dark shadow standing ten feet tall, ebony scaled armour, silver monkey skulls hanging across his deep chest plates. The Battle Angel’s massive golden axe appeared in an orange burst of flame, as his hands whirled to lift the weapon and strike at enemies with the butt of the haft. The effect dropped the vampires and stunned them, as Druantia’s vines reached out to grasp them. The walls were crawling with green foliage, as creepers scaled the grey stone. It was becoming an inside garden, filled with vampires moving in sporadic spasms, while trapped in coils.

Wil shouted, ‘Bran!’ and Bran appeared as a blue armoured man looming over them like Dis Pater, he wore a golden helmet that surrounded his eyes and curved down like a bird of prey, a golden spear appeared in his hand, and he swung it left and right to knock out vampires that were flying down from the ceiling! Bran was also preserving the lives of his attackers; they knew the plan.

Four vampires made it as close as Hayley’s blade’s end, two focusing on her as she moved into the forms, Wil reacting to start hacking at the green shields and dark wicked armour the four wore. All had enchanted blades, glowing aqua, emerald, violet and crimson. She guessed they were high up in their ranks as all four were gifted with the blade, she slashed and parried left and right, using her superior strength to ward one off while she tried to deal with the other. Wil was having similar problems when Dis Pater silenced the first two with heavy slams of the end of the axe handle, when Bran spun the spear and gave two hard whacks, to each of the evil looking, ebony helmets, of the two that had been opposing her up till this point. Clanging of armour followed, but it was overpowered by the wailing that began. Scores of voices starting up, the cries of tortured souls, thirsting for blood.

She would make many followers out of this day!

***
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Carl was charging down a hallway, headed for Adem’s chamber, when a vampire launched from the wall! He aimed his spear, a bolt of red flame piercing the heart of the attacker: he collapsed to become a pile of red ash. Another launched from the left, and he dealt with it in the same way. More were appearing; dozens of shadows moved along the walls, four sprang forwards, two of his Aldebrands crossing swords with the assassins as Carl shouted, ‘Math Mathonwy!’

The golden armoured Battle Angel appeared in a flare of coloured flames, wielding his giant crimson Hellfire Spear, as half a dozen black lava-skinned Shadow Hounds launched from his form, pushing down vampires and biting their skulls off. Carl knew of Hayley’s wish to preserve the lives of these vampires, as she wanted to form her own Coven. However, much as it pained Carl to kill, he would not risk being bitten by one of these creatures, so he gave them all the death penalty.

Math Mathonwy moved beside Carl as he continued down the hallway, his Aldebrands flanking him, further back, with two in front. Vampires flew towards him, as Math’s spear swung to cleave heads from shoulders, and split torsos in two! Blood flowed, like a river around his feet. The stench of death was repugnant.

***
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Hayley saw Serock enter the chamber, striding forwards in Alit’aren black coat and trousers, his sword sheathed in the boar hide scabbard at his waist. The white-haired man moved to stand beside Wil and Hayley, with Druantia guarding the other side. Hayley expected him to start attacking, as they three were all desperately fighting for their lives. She sensed the six Ael Tarael who trailed in after him had released him from his Shield-Trap. He raised his right hand, and red flames burst from his closed fist, as swarms of vampires flew towards them, Dis Pater and Bran guarding their outer circle and knocking the attackers to the floor with their enchanted weapons.

Hayley was slashing at those that flew towards her with her crimson sword, only wounding them enough to make them lay still as their bodies began to heal. The wailing of the vampires was overpowering, it was a haunting sound, even making her uneasy. Then the flame in Serock’s fist exploded outwards in a sphere, striking the walls, where the vampires were appearing, as shadows that took solid form. When the red flame touched those walls, a flood of vampire bodies spilled onto the blood-soaked floor. It seemed Druantia could not contain those vines enough to avoid crushing some of her captives like ripe fruit. Suddenly, the battle was over, the wailing had ceased, and no more shadows appeared on the vine covered walls.

Hayley gazed around the room at the bounty that lay before her. If she could convince every survivor to serve her, she would have a Coven of over two hundred vampire followers. Serock appeared to look upon them with sorrow, it seemed the man could not help but feel regret for the path he once took. She believed he had changed. She believed he was good again.
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Chapter 5
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The Gambit of War

Wil sat his mount, his keen sight studying the scorched brown fields and barren grey earth, of the Borderlands. It seemed life was being sucked out of this place, and the apparent infection on plant life seemed to be spreading further west. Carl had told him more than once that he believed they were signs of the Jinn-Lord growing in strength, suggesting he would soon break free from Kerak’Otozi.

Hayley rode beside him on her white mare, today she wore a shimmering blue silk gown, with her dark hair tied back in a thick braid, similar to Terese Sapphire-Sword. Jean and her entourage rode close to Hayley, with a heavy guard surrounding them, mostly formed of Ael Tarael, Alit’aren and Aldebrands.

Their forces had made a swift journey eastward, after leaving Korhad two hours before first light. Their altherin horses made the journey shorter than mortal horses would allow, and they would remain fit and able to make an escape if things got nasty. Heavy cavalry flanked them with light cavalry, pikemen and archers forming the front wedge of their forces. Horsemen further back were armed with various weapons, long swords at their waists or axes or spears, some with broadswords over their shoulders, and bows in cases, hanging from their saddles. A large portion of those riders were Aldebrands, or other forms of Agnars, including Dremelden Archers. Wood Kin were also part of the ranks that would use bows and arrows to cut down the demon advance, led by Lord Farrigan and Lady Gwyndel.

Wil spotted a scattering of Nymloc crossing the fields in the distance, close to the mountain ranges that formed the Green Border. Scouts reported large forces of Boli-Kuldr further north, and they would pursue them and push them back to the East Lands, or slaughter every last one of them, but for now, the armies’ attention was focused on this small demon gathering.

Adem had called the army to a halt, just to investigate the nature of this demon sighting. If it were another trap, Wil wasn’t sure where the demon forces would emerge from, as the mountain ranges in this region did not permit any passageways. The demons would need to scale the steep mountain cliffs to invade.

The sky worried them all too. Those dark clouds from the eruptions of Kerak’Otozi were also spreading westward, allowing demon migration for Nymloc and Jacoulra that normally could not walk in daylight. The clouds were thick black blankets lined with silver and gold edges, blotting out the sun and casting a grey haze over the Borderlands. If those clouds continued to advance, the spring crops might fail to yield in this part of the world.

For now, the entire continent was covered in thick blankets of white snow however, winter had arrived, and the land was returning to a natural cycle of seasons. Here the snow was only seen in patches, the earth itself was heated this close to the East Lands, where pools of magma bubbled in the cracked barren soil.

They watched as the Nymloc horde retreated to the base of the mountains and began to scale the steep stone edges to burrow into crevices and small cave openings that provided their escape. Most likely they were just separated from the main invading forces and decided to flee rather than face such a huge force of warriors.

The other thought that plagued his mind were the hordes of vampires that also served as a personal guard for Hayley. The presence of those cursed creatures put almost everyone else on edge, with his wife the only one who seemed content with the situation. After last night’s battle, she’d spent hours in discussion with the survivor Nightwalkers, giving them all the option to follow her, or die. Every survivor had chosen to follow her, and she now led a Coven of two hundred and eleven vampires, sworn to protect her: to follow her anywhere. Over eighty of them were female, and all were mounted behind Hayley’s official guard, wearing gleaming armour and armed with shields and blades. Wil still didn’t trust them. They had sworn the oath to serve and protect, but what did an oath really mean to a bloodsucker?

The other problem with bringing them along was they would need to wait till nightfall to return to Korhad. The journey before sunrise allowed them to reach the cover of the clouds that flowed from the East Lands; however, those clouds did not yet reach the lands bordering the city. Even if these men and women were loyal to Hayley, their susceptibility to sunlight would create further dilemmas. Even if Carl could alter them all to make them able to walk in sunlight, Wil would not allow such a move, as it would increase the chances of Koncha learning the technique.

***
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Rodriel Tarz sat in the Council Chamber at Orodhel, in a meeting with Tobin’s son, Prince Turin. The potential new leader of the Nordics was the image of his father, dark of eyes with a hawk’s beak of a nose, with a long tail of dark hair falling down his golden armoured back. He wore no crown, yet, but Turin was more than keen to take his father’s place as the King of Nordhel. His wife was also present, a slender woman, short for an immortal, of the Nordic bloodline with pale blue eyes and a thick golden braid. She wore blue silk under a white woollen cloak, very much the image of her mother-in-law, Lydia Ever-Light.

A host of council members were also in the chamber, including High Captain General of the Stone Guard, Lord Marishjin Olockendel. Marishjin was an experienced leader, with dark eyes and short black hair tinged with white above his pointed ears. His tanned skin implied Torvellen blood, though his ancestors had been Nordic as far back as the War of the Shadow. The general did most of the talking in this meeting, though he deferred to Prince Turin whenever the man decided to talk over him. Marishjin wore golden armour with a crimson lion emblazoned across the chest, as Turin was also of the Lion Rohjor like his father.

‘What of the decree?’ Tarz asked Turin. ‘What guarantee will you give me that you will renounce the ban on male wielding once you become King of Nordhel?’ Turin raised his brows, flourishing his red cloak as he replied, saying, ‘You already have my assurances that the decree will be revoked, Tarz. That day will come to pass. For now, the Borderlands are swarming with Shadowspawn. What aid will your Alit’aren give me and my generals to deal with this problem?’

‘You know I live to serve, Prince Turin,’ Tarz replied with a casual wave, as if he were dismissing the question while submitting to him at the same time. He needed to practice the arts of royal discussions, implying servitude while remaining aloof about expected loyalty. ‘My concern is for the battles we will soon face against Jinn-Fendinn. Everything we see, and sense suggests He will rise from Kerak’Otozi, and soon! It is imperative that my Alit’aren be given permission to use whatever means necessary to stand against His might.’

‘That will be difficult,’ Marishjin interrupted with a bristling of his grey tinged moustache. ‘The Daughter of Thor is the real problem there. Even if Prince Turin is raised as the new King, Jean Fairsythe may use her influence to cast him down for disobedience, the same way she did with Tobin and Orion.’

Tarz noted the cautious look to Turin’s eyes regarding those statements. The man was surely willing to buckle under the demands of the White Snow Fox if his ruling was challenged. That worried Tarz; he needed a ruler who was willing to go to extremes to enforce his ruling and his commands. Tarz stroked his black woollen coat as if to straighten invisible wrinkles, a distracting tactic as he replied with, ‘The Snow Fox will do whatever she can to dominate this world, whether she believes it for the benefit of Kismeria or simply to bully rulers to submit to her demands. You give me your guarantee, but I see that you are nervous about a harsh judgement from that woman.’

‘We must tread carefully on this issue,’ Marishjin suggested, which earned him a look of reassurance from Turin. ‘For now, you must trust in our intentions to restore you to your full status, after we deal with the problems at hand.’

‘My men are ready to ride,’ Tarz replied with confidence. ‘Do we have your permission to wield Angel-Magic against our enemies?’

‘I suggest we withhold such strategies until we are outmatched,’ Turin said. ‘Until that call is made, you will provide Shield-Spells of teron and use your blades to back up our Aldebrands and soldiers.’ That reply vexed Tarz to no end. He also knew they would say it as they considered the danger of upsetting the Daughter of Thor. He decided he needed to speak with Adem Highlander. Only the Blue Water Dragon had the authority to challenge Jean Fairsythe.

He stood and gave a short bow to Prince Turin, then followed the other leaders from the chamber as they moved through the hallways in preparation for battle. His thoughts continued to wander as he marched with his chest out; shoulders raised, and arms folded behind his dark coat.

Containing the problems associated with Jinn-Magic was another concern. So far, over fifty of his Aldebrands had become quite ill from the corruption on teron, forcing him to break their capacity to wield, along with eleven immortal Alit’aren. Most of the Aldebrands were mortal, as Jinn-Magic seemed to infect their minds sooner, but the Alit’aren had used vast amounts of Angel-Magic at the Battle of Hordrin’s Corridor, and they had become a danger to the safety of others due to their paranoia and potential for harming innocents. He couldn’t argue that rabid wolves were needed to serve a greater good, but that was the dilemma he was facing.

He needed to find a way to slow these effects, or none of them would survive to see the Ragnarök Battle. What also concerned him was a rising theory of evil spirits possessing these madmen while they still had the ability to wield. It seemed once their ability to wield was taken away, their evil natures subsided; suggesting these spirits no longer had any use for them and decided to seek out another host. The real concern was that if this theory were accurate, it could devastate the Armies of the All-Father in future confrontations. With spies amongst them serving the Jinn-Lord, their every move could be reported to their enemies if the possessed men were not discovered in time.

Legends suggested there were hundreds of these spirits, ancient and terrible, some more powerful than others. Madness had been so scarce throughout history; that the existence of these evil spirits had been difficult to prove, but Tarz had studied these madmen, and he had seen a presence behind their eyes that disturbed him greatly. More than that, some of the Aldebrands had spoken of Dark Prophecy, that if true, was further evidence that these men were possessed by beings that held knowledge known only to Shadowsouled. Tarz understood only fragments of what they were spluttering, with wild eyes and high-pitched voices, but these pieces of the puzzle suggested these were genuine Prophecies of the Jinn-Lord.

He had alerted his most trusted advisors of this danger, and all were on the alert, however, any one of them could be the next victim if Jinn-Magic infected them enough to make them sufficient hosts. Who could he place his trust in, when enemies were appearing in the minds of his closest companions?

***
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Adem sat his mount, the dark stallion stamped impatiently as he held the reins tighter in his grip. He wore black armour with a blue dragon across the chest, Alit’aren black trousers, coat, and boots. Most of the army wore their cloaks, including the shadow material Aldebrand cloaks on those not wearing the ghoda’sidhe masks and gauntlets with tightly wrapped black material on the arms, chest, and legs. Most of his personal guard wore the warrior garb, in masks and gauntlets of pale blue lacquer over steel. They were his Dragon Guard, over three hundred of them, both Aldebrands and Alit’aren.

They had moved at a swift pace further north for over an hour; then moved at a trot to allow the horses to gain sufficient rest before battle. Now, Adem watched riders moving through the warp of Air-Magic, that shimmered with pale light, in the shape of a large rectangle, large enough for thirty riders to pass through abreast. He required a link with six other Alit’aren to create a portal that size, and he dared not risk forming a chain with more wielders. It could increase his illness dramatically.

Serock had taught him the spell as a variation of the one used by the former High-Servant. Jean, Carl, and Wil also knew how to create the portals, though none had tried yet. It was kept a secret from anyone else for the time being. If Alit’aren began turning mad or became possessed by evil spirits—as evidence suggested was happening—they could not risk them knowing such Portal-Magic to travel the world in a leap, creating havoc with Angel-Magic. Serock had also shown them how to disguise their Angel-Magic so that other wielders could not easily learn the technique. This method was how the High-Servants were able to keep this form of Angel-Magic a secret for over four thousand years.

They were sending through small parties of riders, at different positions, behind the enemy lines, further north, in an attempt to close in around them. The portals were also used to send the scouts, with one rider remaining, with a spear planted in the earth, to mark where Adem would reform the portal, for their return. So far, the plan was working. This new spell was vital to their hopes of victory over Fendinn in future battles. Adem couldn’t see any way that Fendinn was still using Serock for some secret plot, yet his knowledge of the Jinn-Lord suggested he was devious in such ways. Whatever the case, they had learnt a skill that made them ten times more efficient, in fact, the possibilities were endless.

‘I hope we’re not marching right into another trap,’ Carl said from his saddle to Adem’s right. ‘The Borderlands make me nervous. There are too many places where the enemy could spill forth to create an ambush.’

‘We have better chances here than in the Free Lands,’ Elarja replied, riding beside Adem to the left, with Tobin and Lydia to the left of Elarja, and Orion and Elmira flanking Carl. ‘At least here we have the mountains to hold them back at most points, though the scouts watching the gaps like Hordrin’s Corridor are necessary to avoid being caught by surprise.’

‘Things will go better this time,’ Adem said. ‘At least I hope so. We lack the Heart of Odin this time, and I fear Odin will not show himself again until we acquire a similar artefact of his Odin-Magic. We must move with caution.’

‘What news of the rebels to the north?’ Carl asked.

‘Scouts report no movement from them yet,’ Adem replied. ‘For now, we are on our own.’

‘The demon swarms are gathered in the region east of Orodhel,’ Elarja said. ‘Surely Prince Turin will send an army to deal with them also.’

‘That could result in a confrontation with the rebel Alit’aren and our own forces,’ Carl said. ‘Do you have a plan to deal with such an eventuality, Adem?’

‘Tarz is loyal to me now. He will not cause trouble while I lead.’

‘I’m not so certain,’ Carl replied.

‘Leave the rebels to me. I will make use of them when the time is right.’ Carl was right to show concern, however. If the rebels decided to attack them, Adem wasn’t certain even the Sons of Odin and the Daughter of Thor combined could outmatch them. ‘On another topic, what do we know about the vampire situation surrounding Nordhel?’

‘It looks bad,’ Carl said. ‘There are reports of entire villages infected; those that refused to seek protection behind the walls of Nordhel. Even in the city they have begun raids on homes where people are not seen for days, suggesting they cannot walk in sunlight. Over fifty homes have been searched, and thirty of those housed Nightwalkers newly turned. It seems without Tairark to call them to him; these newly bred vampires simply hide in darkness and seek out victims to stay alive when the thirst strikes.’

‘Are you suggesting they are not evil?’ Orion asked that question, addressing Carl. ‘What of their need for human blood?’

‘Look at Hayley’s followers!’ Carl said. ‘They now serve her willingly, and they will survive on goat’s blood. I believe that makes them seem quite harmless.’

‘All of them would’ve fed on human victims before they attacked us last night,’ Adem said in a harsh tone. ‘They are yet to prove themselves worthy of joining our forces. We will see what good they can do on the battlefield.’

‘Everyone deserves a second chance,’ Carl said; blue eyes shining like orbs of ice. ‘Like your new best friend Serock.’

‘He’s not my friend,’ Adem said in irritation. ‘He’s a tool to be used, not trusted. Just like Hayley’s new entourage of neck biters.’

***
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Serock stepped through a warp of Air-Magic, that shimmered with shadows and light. He moved in one step from his sleeping quarters in Korhad, to one of the higher stone slabs piled in pyramid formation, that was his old home, the vampire lair known as Morgrahl Kordahn. The Southlands were darker than he remembered; suggesting the cloud cover was growing thicker as it spread from the eruptions of Kerak’Otozi.

He was met at one of the dark doorways to the chambers by a werewolf in human form, a dark eyed man with a long black braid of hair, wearing golden armour and dark trousers with a bow in one hand and a quiver over his shoulder. He recognized the man, formerly a Southland mortal named Kaiglen. It took a moment for the man to recognize Serock as the former Vampire-King; then he gave a short bow and welcomed him inside the stone ruins. ‘Lord Koncha believed you to be dead, Lord Tairark,’ Kaiglen remarked as they moved through the dark passageways; surrounded by coffins where vampires slept during the daylight hours.

‘I go by the name Serock these days.’

‘Have you returned to take over command?’ Kaiglen asked with a nervous croak to his voice. Serock did not reply, and they moved deeper through the vaults and chambers, down winding staircases of grey stone with red lights glowing in the walls, an enchantment he had created that was harmless to vampires. He was surprised the lights still glowed after he had been murdered and then reincarnated, though Angel-Magic was everlasting, changing from one form to another, but never being fully exhausted.

‘What plans does your new master have, besides capturing the wife of Wil Martyr?’ He decided he should probe the werewolf for information before meeting with Koncha, and Kaiglen asked in an even more startled tone, ‘Are you siding with Hayley Martyr?’

‘Answer my question,’ Serock replied. Kaiglen was silent as they walked for a time, then he said, ‘Koncha only discusses his plotting with his generals. All I know is that he intends to invade the Free Lands as soon as possible.’

‘And he requires Hayley Martyr to achieve this aim.’

‘Perhaps not,’ Kaiglen replied, with more confidence. ‘All signs suggest Jinn-Fendinn will rise from his Resting Point in the next year or two. When his clouds cover the Free Lands, we will advance.’

‘And when the crops fail in the Free Lands, and there is no longer food for the farm animals and wild game, the people will perish, and without blood to sustain you, you will all starve. Your cause is futile.’

Kaiglen was silent again as they moved through a series of arched doorways over a slab of marble that shone with a pale green light. Then he said, ‘The Armies of the Shadow will wipe out all life in the Free Lands sooner or later. The end is inevitable; then we will sleep for eternity.’

‘Do you really believe you will get much sleep in the pits of Hellfire?’

Again, silence stretched in the darkness until Kaiglen asked, ‘What alternative is there?’

‘Hayley Martyr offers a new alternative,’ Serock said, trying a new tactic. ‘She will grant peace between the Covens and the Free Lands, for those who swear to follow her and fight at her side. Animal blood will be provided under any roof, as a new pact enforced by the Sons of Odin. Even the great cities will provide you shelter and sustenance, as long as you serve the Armies of Odin.’

‘Has any of our kind sworn the oath?’

‘Every survivor of the attack last night has become a personal guard for Hayley Martyr. Over two hundred vampires are now under the protection of the Sons of Odin and the Daughter of Thor.’ Kaiglen stopped, and turned to face Serock, his eyes had a faraway look that also seemed to be filled with new hope. ‘I would be killed if Koncha learnt that I told others of this opportunity.’

‘Then speak only with those you trust,’ Serock replied, resisting a grin after planting a seed of rebellion.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 6
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A Demonic Heart

Crossbow bolts and arrows filled the sky with darkness, as a volley launched towards the advancing horde of Boli-Kuldr, black plated armour on chests and shoulders of thick muscled beasts, skulls like rams or bulls and large hooves for feet. The Boli-Kuldr were charging now, all of them at least eight feet tall, some ten feet tall, wielding pikes, hammers, or dark axes. They moved in a stampede, dredging up clouds of dust and ash that swirled in the air under the dark clouded skies. The thunder of those hooves made the earth tremble, but Adem’s forces stood their ground, Alit’aren creating Shield-Walls in linked chains, to support their strength to levels that could even withstand an attack of this magnitude.

The arrows hacked down the front lines of the enemy, bull and ram skulled beasts falling to be trampled by the advancing lines, a second volley of arrows, and a third and fourth while the crossbowmen attempted to reload. This was not an ideal position for facing a Boli-Kuldr horde, on flat ground with no raised position to avoid such charges. For now, the Shield-Spells would hold. Ael Tarael began to perform their Angel-Magics; the earth erupted with waves of golden-orange flames, spouting twelve feet into the air, twenty paces wide and moving through the demon ranks up to ten bodies deep. The Boli-Kuldr roared as they were torn apart by the Fire-Magic, as Flame Leopards leapt from the fires to bite and claw at the demons, setting flesh alight as they charged through their ranks.

The Boli-Kuldr were closing the gap now, the front lines charging to attempt to shatter the Alit’aren Shield-Spells, as horns and blades struck the liquid-blue fire, the Shield-Walls held, and dust blew up in clouds as demon hooves skidded in the dirt. The rear lines of the assault began to pile up as the front lines were halted, clanging of armour and grunts and snarls of impatient monsters.

Adem rode his dark stallion, behind the heavy cavalry, and his Dragon Guard surrounded his horse, Carl to his left with Orion and Elmira, and Arig, Elarja, Tobin and Lydia to his right. Adem used his thought into matter manipulation—twelve feet tall Golden Soldiers rose up from the earth behind the enemy lines. Adem enhanced his voice with Angel-Magic as he shouted to his Alit’aren, ‘Shields!’

Fourteen Golden Soldiers raised laser cannon arms that released beams of neon crimson light as thick as his forearm, slicing through demon flesh as thousands of dark armoured bodies collapsed in bursts of blood and flame, the lasers striking as far as the Alit’aren Shield-Walls that were double reinforced on Adem’s command. Boli-Kuldr bodies were ripped apart, torsos cut in half, shoulders, limbs, and skulls flying in sprays of dark blood as the lasers severed and sealed flesh and bone. They had used this technique four times already, in total wiping out close to three thousand demons by his estimate. The hordes were lured in this direction by smaller forces he transported via his new portal technique; then he put larger forces behind those enemy lines to push them into attack mode, as they were being crushed between two armies and would need to charge through to escape.

But they could not escape, and Kelderath’s battle strategies were working like a charm. The Captain General sat his mount further to Adem’s right, shouting commands and roaring like an old lion, with Maldros and Morthros by his side, those other two looking uncomfortable yet proud in his presence.

Golden Soldiers of that size and number were draining Adem’s ki’mera reserves, which reduced the potential effectiveness of his Battle Angels if they were needed in this fight. But Kelderath’s plan was to pen these animals in and lead them to the slaughterhouse.

***
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Tarz watched the battle unfold, as he sat his dark stallion, behind ranks of Alit’aren and Seidr’tera. They held the Shield-Walls that formed the front wedge of their defences, archers and crossbowmen firing volleys over those Shield-Spells to hammer the Boli-Kuldr and Rahkwel ranks into the dirt. The snow-covered fields were black with demon blood, as the beasts and goblins charged and battered themselves against the Wall-Magic, only to be slaughtered by heavy cavalry attacking their flanks; slicing them up with lances and spears, black armoured bodies becoming trampled under the hooves of thousands of altherin horses.

The technique was working for now, but Tarz was wary of a possible trap by the enemy. They seemed too disorganized, with only a few Souljhin seen herding the hordes out of three encounters, each time facing only a few hundred Boli-Kuldr and a scattering of Rahkwel and Nymloc.

Scouts reported larger hordes further south, as well as sightings of soldiers of Korhad marching out of holes in the air. That news was the most intriguing to Tarz. If Adem Highlander had learnt a new method of warping space to travel from one place to another in a single step, Tarz would need to gain this knowledge for himself and his men. Such a tactic was vital in the hope of being able to stand against Fendinn and his armies.

He loathed watching a battle where he and his men were restricted in their wielding. He felt an itch to cast a lightning bolt or to make the earth heave with golden flames. Yet he followed the orders he was given, serving only as a commander, not even lending his might to reinforce the Shield-Spells when the Boli-Kuldr began to charge, the force of impact of such an attack being greater than a stampede of bulls, but linked in large chains the Alit’aren and Seidr’tera were able to hold off the enemy. Aldebrands and soldiers hacked through those Shield-Walls with the speed of immortal warriors; the front lines of the enemy falling with fatal wounds through their dark plated armour.

The dip in the landscape always kept the enemy unaware of the larger force of riders waiting to charge down the hillside from the west flank, obliterating the demons as they attempted to flee, but their ranks were always too tight, and they roared with beastly cries of fear as they were cut to pieces. Ravens began to circle the skies, scavengers overseeing the bloodshed, but perhaps also scouting for their masters. In the old days, those birds would’ve been knocked out of the sky with Fire-Magic. With the new restrictions, they would not even waste their arrows on them. This was less of a battle, and more a mission of sweeping the roads clear. Ravens swooped to peck at the demon corpses as his riders began to move southwards.

***
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Adem watched the Boli-Kuldr ranks scatter under the force of his attacks. There were many hordes gathered in the mountain caves and crevices, most likely part of some plan to ambush Adem’s armies, yet Jinn-Magic made Alit’aren as keen to the sense of a demon presence as it had always been for Aldebrands via the gift. Even Adem knew where they were hiding, and he gestured, using his thought to create explosions like pathways of dynamite buried in the mountains. Golden-orange light blossomed like small stars as great booming roars shook the mountain paths, stone collapsing as whole sides of the mountains were blasted away to cover the surprised demon ranks.

Carl and Wil created their own attacks of similar style, both of them wielding Angel-Magic, while Adem only used his thought into manipulation of matter to create his explosions. Red and golden flames burst from the dark stone as demon body parts flew into the air in bursts of fire and blood. Jean sat her mount further behind ranks of her personal guard, Terese at her side and Hayley further back with her Vampire Guard on her flanks.

So far there had been no need to summon any of their Battle Angels, though scouts reported the largest hordes were gathered further north, about an hour’s ride if the horses were pushed hard at a gallop only possible for altherin breeds. Behind those Boli-Kuldr lines, his smaller parties of riders pushed the demons further southward, towards a bowl in the landscape where Kelderath was intending them to go. If they could reach the bowl in time to trap the enemy, the Battle Angels would be used to perform a massacre.

Of course, there was no need to push the horses to such limits when Adem could move his forces there in the half hour it would take to move the riders through one of those Magic-Portals. That gave him more time to focus his aggression against his enemies here. Blasts of golden magma erupted like a cluster of grenades, demons torn to shreds in blood and fire!

***
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Lady Gwyndel gave the order as a hail of arrows fell upon the demon ranks. They were herding the enemy towards a mountain range divided by a large bowl in the landscape. Their aim was to push the demons into the bowl in time for the Sons of Odin to spring their trap. Lord Farrigan sat his mount alongside her pale mare—wearing the torin’sidhe camouflage under a cloak of shadows—the tan skinned Dremelden’s dark hair blowing in the wind, as he swiftly drew and released a number of arrows from his bow, each shaft meeting a target in the neck or skull, as demons fell in waves. Gwyndel wore an emerald coat that hung below the waist, dark leather trousers and brown knee-high boots. She wielded the Lukrorian Bow that had once served as the Resting Point for the Battle Angel, Druantia, though now the enchanted weapon only served for unleashing arrows of flame. There were only fifty female Archers in her clan on this side mission, the rest of the force made up of male Dremelden Archers, Wood Kin and Aldebrands wielding wooden bows and steel tipped arrows, with two hundred heavy-cavalry for sweeping the fields if they were routed by the enemy. The women Archers all wielded Lukrorian Bows, though they were conserving their strength for defending against possible sudden retaliation.

Thousands of Boli-Kuldr fled through the flat barren fields ahead of their attacks, hollering like wild animals as dark arrow shafts pursued their attempted escape. Thousands more had already been pushed between the mountain pass towards the bowl in the landscape. The demons hoped to cross through the bowl to reach a pass in the Borderland mountain ranges to return to the East Lands. For now, Adem Highlander’s plan was a success. The Boli-Kuldr crossed the landscape on pounding hooves and goat or bull shaped legs; fading into the horizon as Gwyndel and Farrigan moved their riders after them at a careful pace. If the demons decided to turn about and make a charge for their small forces, they could be wiped out as they were lacking sufficient numbers of Ael Tarael and Alit’aren to form Shield-Walls.

Twenty Alit’aren formed lines behind the cavalry, though there were only a handful of Ael Tarael to unleash Fire Leopards if things got out of control. Fortunately, the enemy continued to flee; clearly, they did not see the trap that was set for them. Gwyndel said a silent prayer for her good fortune this day.

***

[image: ]


Tarz ordered the riders to a halt, as they neared the edge of the large bowl in the landscape. Within the bowl were over ten thousand demons, mostly Boli-Kuldr, at least seven thousand or more, with dark skinned Nymloc and Jacoulra seen amongst the smaller packs of Rahkwel; seven feet tall goblin men armed to the teeth. The rising hills on either side of the bowl made it impossible to cross this stretch of land without entering the dip in the landscape known as Eolryon’s Chalice.

As Tarz’s forces neared the lip of the bowl, the demons saw their mistake. On the southern side of the bowl, riders fanned out a thousand horses abreast, and from his saddle, Tarz could see the lines of riders were more than ten ranks deep. They were Adem Highlander’s Korhadian warriors, who must’ve appeared out of one of those miraculous holes in the air before the riders approached the Chalice.

The result was a swarm of demons herded like cattle in a trench for the slaughter. Guttural cries and screams of rage or panic erupted from the demon ranks, as those who were moving towards the southern end of the bowl halted in their tracks. Boli-Kuldr formed lines with giant black spears and pikes forming a great dark serpent with a spine of many spikes. A similar defence was created on the northern side of the bowl, with some Rahkwel joining with the larger Boli-Kuldr demons to form a wedge, to defend against a charge by Tarz and his men.

In such a situation, Tarz ached to wield Angel-Magic to full effect, but without the permission of the Prince or Adem Highlander, he would face the wrath of Jean Fairsythe. He shivered at the thought of being cut from teron. He raised his fist to the sky; as he enhanced his voice with Air-Magic; ‘Archers, take position!’ A thousand Elf-Archers spread in a line along the lip of the Chalice. ‘Pikemen prepare to defend!’

Tarz could see his role from here on in. His Alit’aren would form lines behind the front defences, creating shields if any demons made it to the top of the bowl, otherwise his archers would pick off demons that attempted to escape, with pikemen to take over if a considerable horde managed to reach the line of Shield-Walls. He watched as the sky above suddenly became a vortex of swirling dark clouds, a roar of thunder tore the air, as lightning began to rain in forked bolts of crimson, aqua, golden and emerald—the familiar sign of Battle Angels forming a Link. The lightning fell a hundred bolts every half second, striking a different point within the bowl each time they launched from the clouds like Spears of Odin. The earth erupted in stone and flames, blood and bones flying as armour and flesh exploded. Demons ran from the blasts in balls of flame, screaming as flesh melted from their bones. Those were the Boli-Kuldr and Rahkwel, while Nymloc and Jacoulra were reduced to ashes in seconds by the Elemental Magic.

Shadow Hounds appeared, at least fifty of the pony-sized dark-skinned beasts that charged down the southern edge of the Chalice, roaring with bloodlust as golden magma danced across their forms. As the Hounds began to tear through the demon ranks, fifty Fire Lions appeared amongst them, tearing, and biting through armour and flesh, as fire and lightning exploded outwards from their forms.

Demons began to scatter on the northern edge of the bowl, charging to flee the carnage that surged towards them, breaking rank, and howling with fear in the voices of wild beasts. ‘Archers, fire!’ Rain of dark arrow shafts and crossbow bolts flew on a direct downward angle to punch through the dark Boli-Kuldr and Rahkwel armour like hot knives through butter. Close to three hundred demons fell from the first attack and were trampled by the lines behind them that pushed for an escape. A second and third wave of arrows fell to strike through breastplates, necks, and eye sockets, with the crossbows added for the fourth wave, over six hundred Boli-Kuldr and fifty Rahkwel fell with three or four arrow shafts in each.

Tarz shouted, ‘Ready pikes!’ The lines of archers retreated behind the pikemen, with Agnars, Aldebrands and some Alit’aren amongst those lines, with the wielders in small linked chains to create Shield-Spells strong enough to hold back the advancing demons. The archers moved back behind the front lines; then continued to fire volleys over the Shield-Walls, to slow the beasts that tried to escape the slaughterhouse.

It was times like this that Tarz felt it was good to be alive!

***
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Adem watched the peak of the vortex in the sky, waiting as he sat his mount, surrounded by his Dragon Guard, looking over the edge of Eolryon’s Chalice. A tornado appeared in the centre of the lightning storm, and from that swirling grey finger of clouds, the shining armour, and wings of fire, of four Battle Angels began to glow.

Tanriel hovered at the peak of the storm—blue wings of fire behind her crimson armour with waves of golden hair blowing in the storm winds—raising her right fist as a crimson spear of flames appeared in her grasp. She hurled the spear, and in that instant, below her and further out in a circle around the vortex appeared Arawn in his plated black armour, wings of shadow flame and mask of rune covered steel, in the likeness of a human skull, as well as Dis Pater on golden wings—dark breastplate and long dark hair around his square human face with sad dark eyes—and a larger crimson spear appeared in both of the male Battle Angels’ grasps, as well as Math Mathonwy with wings of red flame, golden armour and a flowing yellow beard, the third male Battle Angel also hurling a spear of fire.

As they unleashed their attacks, the spears became dozens of crimson shafts flying from the fists of each Battle Angel, over a hundred massive spears striking the earth within the demon ranks. Orange flames burst outwards from the weapons in blazing sheets—each spear sending fire in an X axis and all at different angles so that the bowl in the landscape was a scorching furnace—that tore through demon armour and flesh, ripping limbs and skulls apart in bursts of blood and fire, vaporizing Nymloc and Jacoulra to create vast piles of burning ashes!

Adem saw it all too clearly with teron in his veins, something he still required Angel-Magic to achieve. The attack was devastating to the demon forces, wiping out the bulk of the ten thousand or so enemies with that single Linked attack of immense power and ferocity. Shadow Hounds and Fire Lions numbered in the hundreds now, pulling apart the surviving demons, biting off limbs and skulls and setting flesh alight with the lightning and fire that burst from their forms. Ki’mera orbs soared into the sky from the carnage below, a swirling rainbow sea of light that was absorbed by the Battle Angels to fuel their strength and stamina. Waves of the demon soul energies also flowed to Adem, Carl, Wil, and Jean, as each had a Battle Angel involved in this onslaught.

Arawn, Dis Pater and Math Mathonwy swooped down out of the vortex, moving outwards in three directions to hack and slash through the demon army with their enchanted weapons blazing. Arawn carved a path through the remaining bulk of Boli-Kuldr bodies with his seven feet long crimson sword, cutting torsos in half; decapitating bull and ram skulled beasts. The shadow cloaked Battle Angel was a raging storm of carnage! Sheets of crimson flame burst from every swipe of his blade in a sweeping arc to hack down Boli-Kuldr and Rahkwel ten ranks deep! Adem sensed the evil seeping into his first Battle Angel via Jinn-Magic within teron. It was taking over Arawn’s soul. Adem wondered when it would finally drag them all down into fits of madness and chaos.

Math and Dis Pater were also wreaking havoc on the battlefield, golden fire erupting from the great golden axe, and Math’s massive crimson spear released sheets of golden-orange flames that tore through flesh and bone, blood spraying and demons turning into dust! It was a total annihilation of the enemy forces, demons frantically screaming in terror in the wake of bloodlust and incredible power. Today was a great victory. He knew it was because Jean had forgiven him. He was focused. He could breathe again.

When the battle was ended, and the ravens covered the demon corpses by the thousands, Adem and the two armies watched a single bull skulled Boli-Kuldr scrambling up the sloping landscape in an attempt to escape the pit of death. There was silence all around as the men and women watched almost in pity of the horrid creature as it made desperate grunts and wails of despair or panic. It knew its fate, yet still it hoped to live. All alone and facing death, the creature displayed a gentleness and a fragile state of mind he had never expected possible to perceive. Adem felt true pain in his heart towards this beast, the first time he could admit actually feeling sympathy for a true servant of Jinn-Fendinn. Adem could not find it within himself to put the creature out of its misery and felt a pang of regret as he gave the signal; archers fired a volley to feather the back of the demon with arrow shafts. As it gave its last cries of pain and slid back down the Chalice towards its slaughtered brothers, Adem realised that even these bloodthirsty monsters were victims in the Jinn-Lord’s incessant schemes. They were all victims, all pawns in a duel between the All-Father and his Eternal Enemy. But leaving the creature to live would result in greater consequences, as it would survive to do more harm, perhaps raiding villages and feeding its insatiable hunger for murder. It was the creature’s fear and vulnerability that stirred such emotions in Adem.

We’re all victims in this game!

He turned Tarkson about and began to ride towards a warp in the air wide enough for twenty riders abreast. Those Portal-Spells were going to increase his illness over time unless he could figure out a way to create them without harnessing teron first. He had seen Tarz on the northern side of the Chalice before he turned to leave, the dark eyed man had raised a fist in salute, but today was not the day to deal with the rebels. Though he knew he would have to face that day soon.
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Chapter 7
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Shienden

Adem sat in his newly appointed bedchamber, as the other was still being cleaned of vampire blood and bone-ash. He decided he would never return to that room even if it was sufficiently cleansed. The fire was roaring, yet the air was still cold in these winter months. He was seated in a large blue cushioned armchair with Shienden sitting at his feet.

He hoped Jean would visit him, though he doubted she would. It had been a week since they swept the Borderlands clean, and she had not visited him at all on any of those nights. Isabelle always arrived after he returned to his room after supper. They talked, and she made attempts to lure him to the bed, but he refused every time. He just couldn’t betray Jean again. He felt sure he never would. Isabelle was not taking that well. She seemed aware of his newfound devotion to Jean, and she would do her best to win him over.

Tonight, he sat speaking with minds to Shienden. The little dragon was a wealth of knowledge about the ancient days, about the crafting of the world and the demon wars before the Age of the First Immortals. Dragons were linked with the Battle Angels in those ancient times, fuelling the Angels with the Magic of Dragonfire, something Adem was still trying to understand fully. Now they were on the subject of the Hex-Warlords and their Dark Generals, who called themselves the Hex-Keepers.

What drives them? Adem asked.

I do not know the ways of men. I am a dragon! Shienden made little snorting sounds of pride at his own statement. I was made to command Dragonfire. I am the greatest of my kind!

That is comforting to know. Adem replied. But how do I defeat them?

Use the dragon code. Hunt them, lure them, stalk them, and then attack!

The dragon’s words struck a chord in Adem’s mind, an idea was forming. You know Shienden, that’s a very clever idea!

He stood and walked to fetch his sword, then stood by his bow, and the silver horn, that housed the spirits of Llew Llaw Gyffes and Balor. With a summons, the two Battle Angels appeared in a flare of colour and light, and then on his command, both entered his blade, to join with Arawn as their Resting Point. He needed to disguise himself, and if he were seen with the horn and a blue Lukrorian Bow, anyone would know he was Adem Highlander. Lukrorian Bows were outlawed; only four men still carried them, himself, Arig, Carl and Wil. He called his Aldebrands at the door to enter and had one of them fetch him a plain brown leather scabbard that would fit his blade. The ebony scabbard with the dragon symbol would also make him stick out like a fox in the hen house.

While he waited for the scabbard, he changed into a dark green coat with gold buttons, a nicely cut wool but not something a lord would wear. He changed his trousers to brown leather and put on a dark brown pair of leather boots. He wrapped a black sword belt around the long, high collared coat, with a golden oval buckle embossed with a charging ram. He checked himself in the mirror, and with the door locked, he used a series of Angel-Spells to change his features slightly, from blue eyes to dark brown, and brown hair to black. He also added a slight tan to his skin, so that he would appear Torvellen as he also added points to his ears like an immortal. He added the youthfulness to his complexion that was also typical of reasonably young elves.

When his Aldebrands knocked at the door, he removed the spell and unlocked the door to accept the scabbard. It was plain brown leather wrapped as he had instructed, and the blade fit as if it were made for it. The steel casing of the scabbard would wear over time. His enchanted blade could cut down a tree ten paces wide and never lose its sharp edges.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
y, P

-Kirkus Reviews
£

A_L-A Hammer





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





