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Praise for Books One to Five of the Sons of Odin:

Book One – Kirkus

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
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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. This volume explores father-son relationships and the missed opportunities therein. In the present, warrior Rayne Dragon-Sword battles Pendral, his own father, only to see his friends—Shaye, Ellagon, and Ragan—possessed by demons. And yet the author’s penchant for verbal and visual extravagance makes the characters’ personal dramas difficult to maintain (“Time was sliding into a puddle like gel. Space was constricted and at the same time stretched beyond containable proportions”). Magical action against countless creatures maximizes the gore. Euphoria-inducing potions and an herb called menuhybe, which is smoked, have obvious real-world parallels. 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
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Prologue 
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A Surprise Visitor

Orion Demon-Slayer sat on a wooden bench, outside the hut where he and his wife had lived for over a century. Some would call it a manor house: but compared with the luxuries his wife Elmira had become accustomed to in her years spent as the Queen of the Torvellen, it was ‘a rustic little shack right in the middle of nowhere land’. This was an argument he had heard many times over, whenever she was in a foul mood.

He held a lump of wood in his hands, carving an image out with scrapes of the small knife. He was not certain what it would be yet, though it was starting to look like a man. He decided then it would be a man. He then began to think about working the form into the image of the long-lost Saviour of Kismeria, Adem Highlander.

His days were spent much like this one, sitting in the shade of the large oak tree that stood close by their home. Overlooking a wide river that flowed through the town that was known as Red River. Named for the bloodshed that was said to have made the waters run red during a battle over six hundred years before.

The Battle of Red River was the end of a war between the ruling nations of Kismeria. Nearly broken in spirit by the ravaging Angel-Magic of mad Alit’aren infected by Jinn-Magic, causing ruin across the lands. Unleashing Hellfire and Destruction-Magic on a rampage that threatened all of humanity.

That was long ago, and Orion had not taken part in that battle. Though they had settled here, and the town grew around them. People from distant lands journeyed here seeking peace from the wars that still plagued Kismeria. That had been nearly three hundred years ago, and Orion and his wife had shared a smaller home with Tobin Fire-Heart and Lydia Ever-Light—former rulers of Nordhel and the Nordic bloodline of immortals—but after a time they decided they would build separate houses. Across the road from one another with their front doors facing each other.

Tobin was out in the fields now. Lydia and Elmira were sipping tea on the front porch as the aromas of their shared cooking wafted in the afternoon breeze. Lamb roast with potatoes and carrots, and freshly baked bread and cheese. It was a simple life compared to the one they were used to, though it reminded Orion of his youth. He had grown up living on a farm at a house like this one, with his dearly departed mother and father. He nearly cut himself with the flat knife as he recalled that fateful night his mother and father had been murdered by demons. It was that same night that Orion was set on the path of his destiny to become the future King of the Torvellen. At the dawn of his teenage years, it was also the night he became a man. 

A darkness flared in his soul as he recalled taking his first demon souls that night. He was in a murderous rage to avenge his mother. He slew Boli-Kuldr with the sword his father had gifted him, Little Tiger. When his father had also been cut with a Souljhin blade, Orion was given the real Tigerclaw, a golden glowing weapon that was a part of his family lineage. He still carried that sword to this day, as it was enchanted of old magic, and it had lasted over two thousand years since he obtained possession of it.

He had only survived that night due to the protection of an unexpected visitor. A stranger at the time. The presence of that visitor, then and there, was a puzzle he still pondered, every time he thought of the last night that he spent with his mother and father. It told much about the fate of the future. And the past. That surprise visitor had saved his life. A great debt was owed for that. Still, it was part of a riddle he was yet to solve.

Close to a thousand years had passed since the Sons of Odin and the Daughter of Thor had vanished from this world. Highlander leaving the legacy of his son, Pendral, who became known as Pendral Dragon-Sword. That was another tale in Orion’s history that brought a black smear rising within his soul. It was something he did not like to talk about. Pendral had risen to become the hope of Kismerian salvation over rising threats within the land during his lifetime. But there was darkness to Pendral’s soul, and it grew with age. The Shadow always had its grips on him since before he was born.

Pendral had also fathered a son, Rayne Dragon-Sword. Again, the fate of that child was another sad tale that stirred disturbing memories in all who had known him. Rayne was also a champion in his youth, great in magic and knowledge of the ancient world. His death was shrouded in mystery.

He’d been working the face into the carving, and he suddenly stared in wonder at his creation, seeing the faces of Pendral and Rayne Dragon-Sword; as well as Adem Highlander combined in the image. They were all similar looking, Rayne looking more like his grandfather. Perhaps the thoughts of the three heroes had summoned the image while he worked the carving. Those memories floating through his mind.

Rodriel Tarz still led the rebel legion of Alit’aren, known now as the Forsaken. A name originally given to them by Jean Fairsythe. They wore the name now like a badge of honour. They were different to wielders like Orion and Tobin, who had resisted the lure of teron for the last millennia, only wielding small amounts of Angel-Magic to create Shield-Spells in line with the ancient decree. There had been times when he had broken that oath. At times when he felt it necessary. He shuddered to contemplate the wrath of the White Snow Fox.

Tarz and his Forsaken had refused to follow the decree. Choosing to wield any element of Angel-Magic at free will, to continue to hold back the demon threat in the East Lands. They had built huge walls of stone to bar the paths and passes between the Borderland Mountain ranges, where they continued to stand in defence of Kismeria. Wielding teron whenever needed, despite the corruption it forced upon their minds and souls.

They had discovered an antidote of sorts to those effects of Jinn-Magic, a form of crystal known as elykrario. The red stones were placed on the dark armour and gauntlets, greaves, and pauldrons of the Forsaken. Drawing in the foulness of Jinn-Magic on teron to slow the ongoing effects of madness. 

It had worked, to a degree. The Forsaken retained their senses despite the ever-present threat of madness that loomed over their kind, and all male wielders. Yet they were obviously marked by the stresses of feeling that darkness in their souls every time they wielded teron. Some even lost their minds completely, despite having Ael Tarael amongst their clans to also slow and reduce the effects via Healing-Spells. 

Those that were deemed unsafe for the clans were Shield-Trapped and prevented from ever wielding again, a certain death sentence once the order was enforced. Wielders could not live without Angel-Magic for long, most of them anyway. There was a deep longing in the soul that resulted in suicide or simply dying of what could only be perceived as a kind of broken heart, over the loss of no longer being able to sense the ecstasy of teron.

The Forsaken were also deadly swordsmen, perhaps the greatest Agnars in all the lands. Before the arrival of the Sons of Odin, Alit’aren were not always exceptional with the blade. Angel-Magic had served them well enough without other physical forms of attack and defence. The Forsaken saw blindness in this ancient flaw, and they trained their wielders day and night in the ancient sword forms that forged them into deadly vipers of steel. 

They reminded Orion of the images conjured in his mind when Highlander would tell him of the ancient Ninja and Samurai of Earth, from the nation known as Japan. The Forsaken wore only black, or dark grey, or navy blue, that naturally drank in the darkness of night and shadows. Most often garbed in the tightly wrapped cloth that was also enchanted to blend with the shadows to a greater degree. In the Japanese style most also wore plated lacquered do, or cuirass, men-yoroi, or mengu face guards, kabuto helmets.  Gauntlets of brightly lacquered colours in the warrior style known as the ghoda’sidhe. Perhaps the similar names came from days when the Great Angels travelled to both worlds. Orion had been stunned by the similarity of such names in languages other than the Common Tongue. 

Tarz had also been told of these Japanese warriors by Highlander long ago, and perhaps Tarz also saw the honour of their code. Tarz was a man of honour, and perhaps he had shaped his warriors in their same image. Combining the honour codes of both worlds to create his potentially unstoppable force. For this reason, and also because of Jinn-Magic, Tarz and his Forsaken were a force to be reckoned with. If they suddenly turned rabid, they could become the greatest threat Kismeria had ever faced. It was for this reason that the Ael Tarael and their armies had given up trying to enforce justice against the Forsaken for going against the decree. Tarz had also been a welcome assistant in ancient battles as well as his enduring opposition to the demons on the Green Border.

Tarz and the Forsaken also practiced the Jinn Arts. Outlawed as soon as they were discovered nearly a thousand years ago by the Daughter of Thor. Yet again, Tarz refused to follow the orders of a woman who had vanished from the lands. He and his followers also practiced many ways of controlling the minds of demons via the corruption on teron and terael. This was the main purpose for the elykrario stones. They absorbed dangerous powers that flowed into their souls when they harnessed the Jinn Arts. 

Orion looked up to see Elmira and Lydia striding towards him in their blue woollen robes, both carrying large, weaved baskets with checked red-and-white cloths falling out over the sides. ‘We’re going to pick berries to make more jams, husband,’ Elmira said as they walked by him and headed towards the forest road. The two women always made jams to trade with the town for whatever was needed, though all they ever asked for was always greeted with a smile and a request to sample more of the lovely blueberry, blackberry, or raspberry conserves. It was how Lydia and Elmira did their part to help them make do with what they had, given their circumstances after being renounced of their crowns and kingdoms by the Daughter of Thor.

Orion’s and Tobin’s wives held no animosity towards Jean Fairsythe for that decree; however, they had forgiven that decision long ago. There were times Orion still wished that he were King of Tarvel, though only for the desire to command armies in the battles that had plagued the lands these last thousand years. He no longer cared for gold or the fine luxuries of a Torvellen King.

***

[image: ]


Jean was washing up the plates after their pepperoni pizza. Carl and his wife and Wil were also seated around the table with Adem in their living room getting ready for red wine and cards, the five-year tradition of their Friday nights. They were all talking and laughing with soft techno playing in the background, they were a happy family.

Jean had given birth to a baby girl four years ago, the first year after they returned from Kismeria. They named her Janeanne. And Jean had been Mrs. Jean Highlander since soon after they learnt that she had fallen pregnant. They had a traditional wedding ceremony, in a church with a priest. Adem had insisted on it. They spent their honeymoon in Paris, for a month, visiting the sights, museums, and churches. 

Their home was not large, three bedrooms with a kitchen and joined family room with three dark leather couches in front of the television and stereo. Adem and Jean slept together in the same bed. Adem was stable most days, as he took his medication and saw his doctors when necessary. He had seemed to be suffering depression the first year after they returned to Earth, but he got better after Janeanne was born. Being a father was good for him, and he was the perfect parent, adoring Janeanne and teaching her to speak and then read and write even before she started kindergarten.

He liked to talk to Janeanne about God and the Bible also, but Jean didn’t like it. She always told him she felt their daughter should have the option to investigate religion when and if she decided it was something that interested her. But Adem was stubborn, he said, ‘I don’t want her running wild when she hits sixteen. Drinking, partying, and riding in cars with boys. Religion will be good for her. It’ll teach her the importance of being responsible for her own soul. Being an upstanding citizen and respectable person when she grows into adulthood.’

Jean didn’t agree with that, but she rarely argued when he was reading Bible passages to Janeanne or telling her of the mystical characters in one of his many fantasy novels he had written about Kismeria. Adem was reasonably successful as an author, making enough money for them to live comfortably while Jean was at home looking after their little girl. Adem worked part time also, but they really didn’t need the extra money. They had everything they needed. Her heart was content. 

‘Jean when you’re ready, sweetheart,’ Adem was saying over the other voices in the room, ‘we’ve got the cards set up and I’ve poured you a glass of the bottle you like most.’

‘Thank you, darling,’ Jean replied looking over her shoulder. ‘I’ve just got to get dessert ready, too.’ She’d bought a cheesecake and a lemon meringue pie. They were still in the fridge in their boxes, and she quickly finished drying and got out fresh plates and forks. Suddenly the lights flickered. Jean thought it was odd but went back to what she was doing. Then a thought struck her. Panic was the word. She raced to Janeanne’s room and switched on the light. 

Terror struck her heart. She was frozen as she looked to see that her daughter was not in bed. The sheets were turned down as if someone had come in and taken her! She searched the house, calling her daughter’s name as she checked every place that her daughter liked to hide, but she was nowhere! She tried to remain calm, as a scream tore from her throat. Her first thoughts were for the worst. Adem came rushing to her side, looking in the bedroom and asking, ‘Where is she?’

‘She’s gone!’ Jean shouted, agony filling her tones as she fought for self-control. ‘Oh Adem, you don’t think ... you don’t think that He could have taken her?’ A darkness clouded Adem’s face as he considered just which He she meant. ‘We don’t know anything yet, Jean. Let’s just try to remain calm.’

The others were there now also, all looking grave faced as they began to understand the situation. ‘The front and back doors are locked!’ Jean shouted. ‘It couldn’t be a kidnapping, so where did she go?’

‘I don’t know, my darling. Please come and sit down and we’ll try to figure out what to do next.’

‘We should report her missing, immediately,’ Carl suggested. ‘Whatever happened, if we don’t report it, the finger might start to point at any one of us.’ Jean felt nausea wash over her, she stumbled, collapsed into Adem’s embrace. Everything went dark.

***
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Orion and Tobin were sitting on the side porch in the evening light when their wives returned from picking berries. Both carried their baskets filled to the brim, but Orion’s and Tobin’s eyes were fixed squarely on the young girl who walked holding hands with Elmira.

‘What is this?’ Orion asked. 

‘This young Lady is named Janeanne,’ Elmira replied. ‘We found her down by the river within Ochre Wood. Can you believe it, like Carl Wilder’s Lord Moses?’ At the name ‘Carl Wilder’ the little girl’s eyes lit up; she pulled on Elmira’s robe as his wife bowed and Janeanne whispered in her ear.

‘Yes,’ Elmira agreed, speaking to Janeanne, ‘Carl Wilder is your daddy’s best friend.’ At this remark Orion and Tobin sat forward as if both had been suddenly struck by lightning! Orion said carefully, ‘You mean; this is?’ 

‘Whose face does she remind you of most?’ Elmira asked with a raised brow. Orion looked again, and in the youthful visage he saw the spitting image of a young Jean Fairsythe! ‘Tell my husband what your mother’s and father’s names are,’ Elmira instructed the child.

Janeanne crossed both arms over her chest, wearing what looked to be a pale woollen nightgown with images of blue bunny rabbits hopping all over it. ‘My father is Adem Highlander,’ Janeanne said with a pout. ‘My mommy is Jean, she is Adem’s wife, and my mommy.’

Orion thought his jaw would hit the wooden decking when he heard those words. He looked to his wife in astonishment as he asked, ‘Are they here?’

‘They have not returned, yet,’ Elmira replied. ‘Janeanne says she was at home asleep in her bed when she woke by the river. She says we are in books her father has written. She is still unsure whether we are all some strange dream she is having.’ Elmira grinned at the last, before she said to Orion, ‘We always wanted a child. Now we have one for our very own.’ 

‘Wait just one moment,’ Orion interjected before Elmira narrowed her gaze; speaking over him with a short tone as she replied, ‘Who better for the task, husband? It may be a long time before her parents return. We must raise her. We must be her protectors.’

Orion sat back and took a very long puff of his pipe as he worked the muddle through his mind. Tobin punched Orion on the shoulder as he shouted, ‘Congratulations, old friend! You’re a father!’ Orion sat dumbfounded, until he looked at the little girl again, clutching now to Elmira as she stared up at him with big blue eyes and flowing golden hair. Orion gave a deep sigh; then said to his wife, ‘Very well then. We’ll do our best to raise her.’

Janeanne pushed the side of her little round face against the folds of the robe at Elmira’s thigh as she said sullenly, ‘I want my mommy.’

***
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Adem was at the psychiatrist the next day. He was in a bad way, taking the loss of his child worse than Jean as the night progressed after they made the police report. His psychiatrist made note of the obvious strain on his face, asking Adem ‘what he thought had happened to the girl?’ at which point Adem decided it was time to be upfront.

After he gave a summary of his previous experience in Kismeria, fighting alongside elves against demons, vampires, and werewolves, Adem noted the obvious strain on the face of his psychiatrist. He began scribbling notes frantically as soon as Adem began the tale, finishing with his theory that Jinn-Fendinn had somehow managed to abduct his daughter.

‘You think the devil stole your child, Adem?’ his psychiatrist asked openly, his eyes wide as he gazed over his spectacles. ‘And the devil, your Jinn-Lord; and these other astounding characters, all reside in an alternate dimension, where time moves faster than it does here?’

‘It’s the only answer I can think of,’ Adem replied. ‘The doors were all locked. There seems to be no other reasonable answer.’

‘And what do you propose to do about it?’

‘I have to get back to Kismeria,’ Adem said. ‘It’s the only way we can save her.’

‘You say, “we”, Adem, do you mean your wife Jean and your companions Carl and Wil, who you swear also joined you on this great adventure?’

‘They won’t want to discuss it with you, not even Jean. But it’s the truth.’

His psychiatrist moved the spectacles back over his eyes as he wrote down more notes before he said, ‘I’m admitting you for treatment. I’m not convinced the medication you’re on is the right one for you. Bear in mind, you are not in any trouble, as I do not fear for one moment that you had anything to do with the disappearance of your daughter. 

‘I have spoken to your wife, and she insists that she had checked on your daughter only a short while before she went missing, and that you had been in the living room with your friends the entire time. So, do not be distressed, I’m just doing what I feel is necessary. For now, we’ll try a new medication, at a higher dose than your previous medication. You’ll be under close observation, and we’ll see if things improve, then I’ll consider giving my word to allow your release.

‘My concern here and now is that the stress of this situation has brought about a psychotic break that has made your stories of fantasy splice with your own perceptions of reality. I could never in my right mind give any credibility to such fanatical and delusional claims.’

Adem clenched his jaw in frustration. There was nowhere he could run to, and if he did, it would only look ever more suspicious and land him in hotter waters. He nodded in acquiescence, not even bothering to dispute the decision. After his psychiatrist made a few calls Adem was taken away in an ambulance. 

‘You’ll tell Jean, won’t you?’ Adem called to his psychiatrist as he was strapped to a stretcher, his arms cuffed in padded leather and chains. 

‘Of course, I will tell her, Adem. I’m sure she will be on her way to meet you at the hospital shortly. Have a safe journey. We’ll talk soon.’

*** 
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Jean listened to Adem’s psychiatrist over the phone. She was trembling. She fought to control her tone in her replies to his questions about Kismeria. He had even asked Jean outright if there were any truth to his claims, to which she was forced to make up lies to preserve her own reputation. She feared it might be a trap by his psychiatrist to try to discern if she was also becoming susceptible to Adem’s delusions. 

‘He’s very ill, doctor. I know this. But I really would like him to be released, immediately. I need him by my side at this very difficult time. He’s harmless. I don’t have any fear that his delusional state of mind could result in any harm against me or his friends.’

‘Nevertheless, I have admitted Adem for observation and treatment. I cannot say how long he will remain under close watch and professional care. I have explained to Adem clearly that I have no belief that he was in any way involved in Janeanne’s disappearance. I am simply taking steps I deem necessary given his obviously unbalanced state of mind.’

‘I understand, doctor.’ Jean groaned inwardly. ‘When can I see him?’

‘He is waiting for you at the hospital now. You may join him whenever you wish. Immediate family can stay with him until lights out. I would advise you strongly to then return home each night and gain sufficient rest to help you endure with your own concerns and suffering. I am very sorry. I hope your daughter is found very soon. Then perhaps I will review your husband with the consideration of release.’

Jean hung up the phone and breathed a sigh of great tension. Carl, Wil, and Rosa were all still there. Rosa having slept in Janeanne’s bed, Carl in the spare room and Wil on the couch. ‘What did he say?’ Rosa asked with concern.

‘He’s locked up,’ Jean said with strain in her voice. ‘Possibly forever if Janeanne isn’t found.’

‘Stay close to him every day, as much as you can,’ Carl suggested. ‘If it turns out to be what we dread most, and each of us starts to see the signs, well, we’ll break him out of there if we have to.’

‘Will you all come with me to see him now?’ Jean asked.

‘Of course, we will, Jean,’ Rosa replied, short black hair and glistening wet dark eyes that bulged with emotion. Carl had told his wife everything about their adventures in Kismeria. There were no secrets between them. ‘Wil, you go with Jean, and Carl and I will follow in our car.’

‘I’ll need time to pack Adem some clothes and a toothbrush,’ Jean said as she made her way to their room.

‘Take all the time you need, Jean. We’re in no hurry.’
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A Raging Storm

Adem lay in his ward cell. A fierce thunderclap filled the air! A raging storm was blowing in. He wondered if that meant something. It had been weeks since he was first admitted. The meds keeping him mostly sedated so that he was barely able to stay awake. Even during visits from Jean, Carl, and Wil.

He sat upright, throwing his legs out over the bedside to stare at the walls of his prison. At least the walls weren’t padded. That would only add to the total humiliation of his predicament. He should have kept quiet. He shouldn’t have said what he said. But it was far too late to do anything about that now.

His dreams had been disturbing also, nightmarish visions of Kismeria being torn apart in blood and fire. What kind of world would they be returning to face? Would they even get there? Yes, they had to! He had to save Janeanne. 

He was certain she was there, and the time that would have passed during these weeks on Earth would make his daughter at least a young woman in Kismerian years. That was heartbreaking to consider, but the fear that Jinn-Fendinn was responsible for her disappearance, pressed at the centre of his chest like an iron vice.

He scratched his stubble covered chin, deciding he should at least shave today. Jean would be here soon for night visitation. Only allowed for family and close friends for patients like him who were considered an exception to the rules. He recalled Jean’s voice on the phone earlier in the day when he was allowed to speak with her. There seemed more than just fear in her tone, and he considered it strange that they had not visited him during the day. Had Jean had a vision?

He shivered at the thought; then stood and moved to the basin to wet his face and then added a lather of shaving cream. He was just pressing the blade to his right cheek when the lights flickered, then went out completely! He braced himself for what would come next. A shadow cloaked figure emerged from the endless darkness, wreathed in crimson flame. The High-Servant wore a mask, but it was different to any he remembered. Gold and silver worked with ebony twin ravens diving on both cheeks towards the triangular nose piece. Golden flames burnt within the eye sockets, assuring him this was one of the Hex-Warlords.

The voice that emanated from the figure was deep and powerful, resonating with a force of evil. He was devastating to behold. It made him feel that his skin and flesh were being peeled off by the dark energies, the rise of Jinn-Magic seeping into Adem’s bones like dry ice. ‘Highlander, we have been expecting you. The hour of your Arrival draws near. Know that when the time comes for you to face me in battle, you will be utterly annihilated! A choice remains for you, an old decision you have yet to make. You have my word that your life will be spared if you will but join with the Magic of the High-Jinn,’ there was a soft allure to the tone at the last, as if this creature felt an overwhelming bliss from the Jinn-Magic. 

‘I will never join you, Corruptor!’ Adem shouted. ‘You will be defeated this time, just like the last! Only this time, I will kill you all.’ There was a cold hard promise in Adem’s tone, but the High-Servant laughed, echoing with waves of evil that brought eruptions of fear into Adem’s soul. But it was the reply that shook Adem to the core, ‘You speak as if you know me. You have never met me before this day. Though I have known you since long ago. I am much stronger than any of the others you might have faced. I hold Angel-Magic to destroy the Sons of Odin before they fulfil the Prophecies. Unless you submit to the will of the High-Jinn, your defeat is inevitable.’

Adem felt the presence of absolute truth in those words, and they filled him with a new sense of dread. Who was this man? He was surely one of the Hex-Warlords, yet he was one who Adem had never faced before. That was true of a few of the High-Servants, but he had faced nearly all of them on the slopes of Kerak’Otozi.

Whether those words were true or not, while in this realm, Adem knew of a Power that was certain to drive this creature from his sight. ‘I call on Power of the Lord Jesus Christ! By his name and with his Divine Power I send you back into the Depths of Hell and Fire!’ Adem roared those words with outrage and hatred, when suddenly a cataclysmic blast of white light filled the room, stretching off into infinity. The High-Servant roared in desperation: white flames seeming to penetrate his very soul to vanquish his corrupted might. The light flared with incandescence as another terrible roar filled the air, though this was both the cry of the Hex-Warlord combined with the thunder that seemed to vibrate within the very air all around them. The light contracted in an instant at that sound, becoming the size of a glowing speck of dust floating in the darkness. The light of Adem’s cell flickered and returned to full glow. He stared at his face in the mirror to see a streak of blood mixing with the lather on his right cheek.

When he had finished shaving and cleaned his face, he did his best to stop the bleeding while he called for assistance. A dark eyed nurse in her early thirties saw to the wound with antiseptic before patching it up. ‘You don’t need stitches,’ she said, ‘but it will leave a handsome scar. You must be more careful, Adem.’ There were two large men standing guard inside the room also while she worked, both with arms crossed over their chests. They watched Adem like disgruntled bears. It was not that they didn’t trust him exactly. They just thought he was mad beyond comparison to most patients in the locked ward, and that was really saying something!

Later, alone with his thoughts, he waited anxiously for Jean to arrive. He lay back on the white sheets, resting his head and closing his eyes when his door opened with a turn of the lock. He opened his eyes to sit upright as Jean entered the room with Carl and Wil close behind. Jean wore blue denim jeans and a dark leather jacket over a white blouse, Adem was still in his pyjamas. Carl wore jeans and a blue shirt with a collar under a black coat. Wil was wearing brown trousers: a green sweater and a collared shirt. There was nothing unusual about their clothing, but their eyes and their faces spoke of a cunning plan that was also instinctive in their movements before any of them had spoken.

Jean urged him to put on the blue jeans, pale blue shirt, and black leather jacket she’d brought in a bag. He quickly got dressed and slipped on the sneakers that came with them. ‘What’s the plan?’ Adem asked his friends, knowing they were up to something.

‘Has it started for you, yet?’ Carl asked him. Adem looked into his friend’s eyes and saw a blue sparkle there like lightning. Jean also had the flicker of light to her pale orbs. Wil’s flashed golden as thunder filled the air and lightning flared in the hallway, visible through the glass door to his cell. Seeing that golden light in his friend’s eyes, Adem suddenly thought of wolves, and he remembered Wil’s apparent gift of speaking with animals via his mind. In these lonely days spent in this cell, Adem had begun to doubt his own senses, his memories, and experiences. He had started to doubt that any of it was even real. But the magic that flared in their eyes confirmed something for him. They were the Sons of Odin and the Daughter of Thor.

‘Have you had visions?’ Adem asked in return, to which all of them nodded.

‘Each of us has been visited by one of the Hex-Warlords,’ Carl replied.

‘Me too,’ Adem said, choosing not to mention that he was unable to identify the one he had seen only an hour or so before.

‘So, it must be nearly the right time!’ Jean said with enthusiasm.

‘Very likely,’ Carl agreed. ‘I’ve even had a few, changes.’ At that word, Carl raised his hand. Blue flames flared within his palm. Dancing across his fingertips for a brief moment as Adem stared in puzzlement and awe.

‘It has been happening to all of us,’ Jean said with controlled glee. ‘What about you, Adem?’

‘Just the vision,’ Adem said, suddenly wondering in panic why he had not also been showing such changes.

‘I think I can get us out of here,’ Carl said with that gleam to his eyes. ‘First, put your gown over your clothes, and wrap yourself in a big white blanket. I’ll get the wheelchair.’ Already, the plan was beginning to take shape in Adem’s mind.

Acting sedated was not difficult. Adem had also been given his usual daily dose by the nurse who saw to his shaving accident, and although the meds had not quite kicked in yet, its effects began to creep up on him as Jean wheeled him through the halls with his friends in tow. Lightning flashed through the high small windows as they proceeded towards the first locked door of the ward. 

Jean skirted past that exit however, letting herself and the others be seen by many of the nurses and guards along the way. Telling a few that they were just on their way to the coffee room to sit and chat with Adem while they were allowed to visit. His own cell door had been unlocked when Jean had first arrived, and the guard that opened the door was more than happy for them to take a stroll with Adem in the chair. Adem grinned to himself, so far, they suspected nothing! 

While Adem and Jean waited in the coffee lounge with Wil keeping a lookout in the hallway, Carl was busy working at the locked door with his newly developed signs of real magic! Carl had gained incredible knowledge during his time in Kismeria, particularly in all forms of Angel-Magic. Adem knew his friend would work out how to unlock that door. Even with the limited amounts of teron that he might be able wield while here on Earth.

The door he was working on was not guarded, it was a back exit to further sections of supply rooms for nurses and janitors. Carl had apparently been looking at blueprints of the building in the weeks leading up to this attempt. Apparently without suspicion being aroused, however he had managed it. Finally, Wil returned to inform them it was time, and Adem left the wheelchair behind. Their little scheme would be undone the moment they crossed through that door.

Once they were through to the next hallway, and Carl was just closing the door gently behind him, the alarms went off! Adem wasn’t sure if they had seen them on security vision, or whether the doors themselves were alarmed, but suddenly the four of them were rushing through the hallways towards the previously designated exit. Shouts of pursuit began in the hallways behind them as they fled. They were crossing a hallway when two largely built guards came rushing towards them! Wil moved like an arrow to hip and shoulder the first one, sending both guards flying backwards as if Wil had the strength of a bear! He even grunted like a wild animal as he forced the two men to the ground where they lay unconscious. 

So far none of the other doors were locked leading towards their escape, until they neared the exit, and two doors stood between them and the alleyway, joined by a single long hallway.

Carl was able to get through the first one without much trouble. When they were all on the other side, Carl used a little trick to jam the door, so it could not be opened easily, even with a key. That was fortunate because three burly guards were soon bashing at the glass window of the door and shouting at them to, ‘Stop!’ and ‘Give up!’

The second door took a little more time, but they were able to escape before any more guards had reached the back of the building. They were racing through the alleyway when a police car screeched into view with the lights flashing! Two officers jumped out of the car and pointed their pistols as one shouted over the thunder ‘Police! Freeze!’ 

A bolt of pure white lightning reached down from the heavens in that moment. Striking like a massive trident all around the place where Adem, Jean, Carl and Wil were standing. Light filled Adem’s vision. It was suddenly everywhere, and the darkness of the night vanished in the incandescent glow that seemed to stretch off into forever. There was something very familiar about the light. It reminded him of something that had happened to him, long ago, but his thoughts were suddenly hazy. He could not quite remember where it had happened, or even who he was, at this point in time ... He thought he was falling, no flying ... He was soaring through endless light towards another world ... A place where the rules were different. A land where people still remembered honour and justice ... A world of terrible evils. Unspeakable nightmares that walked in the flesh ... He saw then that his friends were by his side also, soaring, or falling through the light, and Jean was there also ... They were going to cross over ... They were entering the Land of Odin!

***
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Adem collapsed face down on dry cracked earth. He emptied the contents of his stomach in heaves. His mind still reeling from the transportation method: those last moments had felt like he was a rocket ship hurtling through space at the speed of light! He made his way up on to his knees to wipe his face and get a look around. His companions were also showing signs of travel sickness. It was very different to the first time they had entered this world. The last time it was easy, they were gently eased from one place to another. This time it was a very rough ride!

The storm raged here too. Black clouds billowed overhead as forked silver bolts struck the dark soil, that was marked in places by pools of liquid magma. This had to be the East Lands! That was troubling, but hopefully they would be able to fend for themselves ... He reached for teron, but his mind and soul reached out to clutch at nothing. Something slipped from his grasp as he desperately tried to hold on. ‘I can’t reach Angel-Magic!’ he cried, trying again, and finding it was useless.

‘Nor can I,’ Jean replied, struggling to her feet. The sight was enough to give Adem the strength to stand also.

‘It seems beyond my reach!’ Adem shouted.

‘I know what you mean,’ Carl agreed. ‘What about you, Wil?’

‘I sense it,’ Wil shouted over the thunder, ‘but it slips from my grasp every time!’

‘Then we are in serious trouble,’ Jean said. They looked further eastwards, to see the flames surging from the tip of the massive dark peak of Kerak’Otozi. They were only a few miles from Jinn-Fendinn’s prison. Orange fires that flowed into the clouds from the tip of the volcano assured them that the Jinn-Lord was close to breaking free again. With the escape of the High-Servants and Hex-Keepers, it would only be a matter of time before the Battle of Ragnarök. A few months or years at most.

They were all on their feet now, gazing at their surroundings with stark horror written on their faces. Adem gritted his teeth with determination. ‘We cannot create Portal-Spells without Angel-Magic,’ he said, ‘and without Angel-Magic we have no hope of summoning altherin horses.’

‘So, what do you propose?’ Jean asked. Adem thought for a moment, then it struck him. He began to laugh. 

‘I hope we can all share in the joke, Adem?’ Jean asked, with obvious concern. ‘Tell me you have something.’

Adem shook his fist at the massive dark peak, shouting with passion, ‘You have not won yet!’ Then he looked at his companions as he said, ‘We still have two options at our disposal. Already I can sense the presence of Shienden, his mind trying to connect with my own. He is far from here, but perhaps, yes, I will summon him. To seek us out and carry us from this place!’

‘That is good, Adem,’ Jean replied with cool control. ‘What is the other option at our disposal?’

—A horrid scream filled the air, followed by thousands more just like it! They turned to look south of their position, to a rise in the landscape to see hundreds of Rahkwel goblins pouring down from the tops of the low hills. Then there were thousands of the seven feet tall creatures, wielding all manner of weaponry. Garbed in green and brown cloaks and leathers, their oval amber eyes glowing like lanterns in the darkness.

Adem grinned, gesturing towards the demon swarm with his right fist before their front ranks had a chance to unshoulder their bows. Crimson flames erupted within the Rahkwel ranks, spouting fifteen feet high as they raced across the ground like a raging red dragon. Flesh was incinerated and bones collapsed in clouds of black ash!

He saw the stunned expressions from his companions before he gestured again. Four Golden Soldiers rose up out of the ground, robots made of pure gold. Aiming laser cannon arms at the goblins, beams of crimson light cut through chests and torsos with ease and precision. Congealed chunks of flesh and metal falling in the wake of destruction! It had taken him a little while to remember, after the disorienting experience of the journey. But Adem had soon recalled his other ability. That which did not require teron that he called matter manipulation. He still had the means to defend himself and those he loved.

—Horns sounded from the west! Adem looked to see thousands more Rahkwel marching towards them, Fendinn was weaving his traps already. A Souljhin rode amongst the advancing army. Adem wanted to tear that one down immediately, when he shouted in frustration, ‘If only I could summon Arawn!’ A bolt of red flame touched down from the clouds, taking the form of a man only head and shoulders taller than Adem. Garbed in a dark hooded cloak with the familiar rune covered gauntlets and mask of silvered steel. Adem shouted in wonder, ‘Arawn?’ The Battle Angel was so diminished in size from Adem’s memory that he was shocked and speechless. Arawn drew a sword that glowed wicked crimson, standing in a defensive position between Adem and Jean. He spoke in a deep tone as he shouted to Adem, ‘Summon the others, quickly! We will aid you as best we can!’

Jean seemed to understand, and she quickly cried the name, ‘Tanriel!’ as Carl and Wil shouted, ‘Math Mathonwy!’ and ‘Eledisren!’ Something had changed, Adem knew it the moment the others arrived. Not only were all of the male Battle Angels now shorter and smaller in size, but they were also more ... Human! It seemed they were becoming mortal! 

Math and Dis Pater appeared beside Carl and Wil as twin bolts of lightning fell from the skies. Both Battle Angels looked very much like they had before, only they were much smaller, both only slightly taller than Carl or Wil. Their clothes and weapons no longer appeared so ... Enchanted. Dis Pater wielded his double-edged golden axe, and Math his Hellfire spear, but the old light that had once glowed there was nearly faded completely. It was the same with their bodies. They no longer radiated light and magic, they appeared ... Solid, of flesh and bone! Tanriel was the same, and her wings were gone! The sight was utterly perplexing to Adem’s mind. 

‘What has happened to you all?’ Jean asked in astonishment. The Rahkwel were raging with bloodlust now, though the presence of the Battle Angels seemed to fill them with caution.

‘The Magic of the Jinn-Lord grows,’ Tanriel replied. ‘Our Ancient Lore begins to wither and fade. We cannot aid you as we once did, but we still have some might to display when Odin permits us. You can summon any one of us whenever you are in need. We will come if we are able, or, if not us, then another will be sent in our stead,’ there was a kind of sweetness to her tone, but there was also fierce courage. Her burning blue orbs showed the last of the magic that blazed in her soul. 

Tanriel raised a red gauntlet. A crimson spear appeared in her grasp. She aimed to throw; red flames glowed within the crystal weapon. ‘We are free from our Resting Points,’ Tanriel continued. ‘Angel-Magic is no longer needed for you to summon us to battle.’ Tanriel leapt twice her body height into the air. Blue burning wings appeared briefly on her shoulders, carrying her a little higher. The spear flew from her fist at the highest point, striking the demon ranks like a missile to explode in a small rupture of red lightning. Bolts that brought confusion and chaos amongst the Rahkwel ranks. Yet it caused only the slightest destruction, wounding no more than two dozen! It seemed incomprehensible. How far had the Battle Angels fallen from their former might? 

He watched in horror as the answer came swiftly, Rahkwel charging towards them were knocked down systematically by blasts of golden and crimson fire that flew from Math’s spear and Dis Pater’s axe swings. The attacks were short precise expressions of Angel-Magic: cutting down individual demons with utter annihilation. The sheets and cords of magic were bright and obliterating. But the Old Might of Battle Angels would have taken out a hundred or more with similar amount of effort! Math and Dis Pater attacked the Rahkwel descending from the south. Arawn sent bars of illuminated crimson launching from his sword as he harried the demons advancing from the west. The blasts of fire tore through four Rahkwel at a time at the most! It was pitiful! Adem groaned inwardly to see that his greatest allies were reduced now in their capacities to something similar to moderately gifted Seidr wielders!

‘Where are your Spirit Wardens?’ Adem cried in desperation, to which Arawn shouted a deep booming reply of, ‘We have not yet obtained enough ki’mera. In that ability we are also now greatly diminished. In our world, an Age has passed during your absence. It has been over one thousand years since last we met! Much has changed. You will need to learn to adapt to those changes.’ Adem watched the ki’mera souls flow towards the Battle Angels from the slain goblins, small ripples of floating light in incandescent colours. How much did they require?

‘Why can’t we sense Angel-Magic?’ Adem asked Arawn.

‘That is something we cannot explain!’ Arawn replied. ‘It is something quite new. Only three years have passed since the wielders of this world lost the ability to sense teron and terael.’

‘Lost?’ Adem asked in terror. ‘All of them?’ He lashed out with Golden Soldier laser beams, cutting Rahkwel into slices of congealed flesh and bone! He took down hundreds in seconds, but thousands were surging towards them now from both directions. Tanriel hurled another three crimson spears during this time. Each impacting in a blast of lightning that barely managed to take down a handful of enemies each time. As ki’mera flowed towards the four Battle Angels, Adem’s old connection to Arawn sparked a sense of their Elemental Magic becoming enhanced. He suddenly felt them form a Link!

Thunder roared as four bolts of lightning fell to strike the Battle Angels where they stood. It was nothing compared to the storm of an old Link. But suddenly Tanriel had wings of flame once more, soaring over thirty feet straight up! She hurled a single crimson Flame Spear that split to become four spears: striking the ground blade down. Waves of golden-orange flames blasted sideways to strip demon flesh from bone! That was more like it! That attack had taken out fifty or more enemies with each spear. It was a heartening thing to witness. Energy beams launched from the weapons of the male Battle Angels increased in size and strength. Blasting thirty or more goblins with each strike of golden or crimson fire. 

Four massive king male lions with thick dark manes charged from Arawn’s form. Six Shadow Hounds of dark sleek fur standing as tall as a pony charged southwards up the hillside: tearing Rahkwel flesh into bleeding shreds. Adem did not know whether to laugh or cry. It was terrifying to see this pitiful excuse for a Link! His Golden Soldiers cut down hundreds more of the enemy as they began to halt in terror of his destructive capacities. He knew it was him they feared, as these Battle Angels were sadly little more than an annoyance to their evil intent. 

Two problems he now faced were that his medication was creeping up on him. He feared he might soon fall unconscious, despite the stimulating nature of the situation, or at least collapse. The other concern was that he might require rest before these new stores of ki’mera could be of use against more demons if this battle continued much longer.

—The thunder of hooves filled the air! Adem looked to the northwest to see over three hundred riders advancing with great speed. Much faster than the charging Rahkwel also approaching from the west, though, they were not moving fast enough for any of those horses to be altherin. That realisation also filled him with dread. He wondered why there would be no altherin amongst Borderland riders. Though he also knew these were not Shadow Riders. They wore a variation of the ghoda’sidhe. Black armoured and dark cloth garbed warriors formed a perimeter around Adem and his companions. Each rider stepping down to move their horse to the centre of the circle where the war trained beasts calmly waited. Undisturbed by the storm or the cries of bloodthirsty demons.

It took a moment for Adem to recognise their dark coats, and the three enamelled pins on their high collars, the Wolf, Lion and Dragon Rohjor sigils. These men were Alit’aren! They drew long swords very reminiscent of an ancient samurai katana blade. Black wrapped hilts in criss-cross style with dark helmets shaped like bullets: dark dragon wings rising above the ear guards. A solid dark steel mengu style faceguard also covered the lower half of their faces. Adem noticed the different colours of the masks, kote gauntlets and sometimes their do style cuirass. Similar to old styles of the ghoda’sidhe but also looking much like ancient Japanese warriors. He also noticed the small red crystal stones that studded their gauntlets and greaves. Sometimes they also covered parts of their cuirass like jewelled ornaments. Adem wondered at this, when one of the men removed his faceguard and helmet. A Torvellen Immortal, his large dark eyes probing Adem’s visage before he shouted, ‘Adem Highlander?’

‘Yes!’ Adem replied. The man glanced at his companions before he said, ‘You must leave the rest of the battle in our hands. It is a matter of honour for the men to be your protectors and to ensure your rescue.’

‘Who do you serve?’ Adem asked the man, to which the reply came, ‘We serve Lord Rodriel Tarz, High Captain-General of the Forsaken Alit’aren.’ Lightning flared behind the man as a terrible clap of thunder filled the air.

Adem was grateful for their arrival. Screams of hundreds of Nymloc suddenly sounded from the northern rise. Adem looked there to see demons black as tar charging towards them with unnatural speed. Their eyes flaring like burning coal. There were Boli-Kuldr amongst them. Adem looked northwards. He saw those demons behave in a way he did not expect. They suddenly changed direction. Charging now southeast, around Adem and his companions and towards the hillsides. Where the bulk of the Rahkwel forces were still gathering. 

The Boli-Kuldr and Nymloc were less in number than the goblin ranks, but Adem heard fear in the snarls of the green skinned Rahkwel and he saw terror in their lamplight eyes. Demons closed with their ranks and began to bite, claw and hack through the goblins with a ferocity that spoke of demon mind control. Adem realised some moments before that these Alit’aren were wielding the Jinn Arts.

He looked to Jean to see her scowl of disapproval. Adem raised a cautionary hand. Then his eyebrows, as he gestured around him, to help her better consider the desperate nature of their predicament. Adem wondered how it was still possible to wield the Jinn Arts when these men had not been able to touch teron for years. But he put these thoughts aside as he heard Shienden speaking to his mind. His words now clear for the first time since Adem’s return to Kismeria.

Welcome, Father. I have long awaited your return!

Adem looked to the skies where he sensed the dragon. A great dark-emerald lizard shape with blue batwings spanning over forty paces swooped down towards the battlefield. Incandescent blue Dragon-Flame launched from Shienden’s massive jaws: vaporizing Rahkwel still advancing from the west. Corrosive sheets of blue blazing heat struck the fields of demons to obliterate their ranks in pillars of smoking ash. Shienden’s attack took down the bulk of that horde, blood and bone reduced to burning char in seconds. 

A small horde of the Rahkwel had closed ranks with the protective circle of Alit’aren. Adem soon saw that these men were perhaps more skilled in their wielding of swords than even the ancient Agnars. They moved with supernatural speed, both the immortal warriors and those that Adem guessed were mortal. Until he noted their speed and skill, realising then that many of these men must be half-bloods. Meaning that immortals and mortals had begun to mix the bloodlines once more. 

This thought was distracted when Tanriel suddenly shouted to Jean, ‘We must return to the High and Low Realm. Our aid here is all but extinguished. Forgive me, Jean Fairsythe! Much has changed during your absence.’ Arawn, Dis Pater and Math Mathonwy returned to the earth in bores of molten fire. Tanriel moved into the clouds on a beam of blue flames. Their exit taking only moments before Adem shouted, ‘What the hell is going on around here?’ His chest burned with panic. No Angel-Magic! The Battle Angels are ... useless! He looked to the dark mountain once more as he roared with outrage: ‘What have you done? Curse you, Lord of Despair!’

The Alit’aren still fought off the advancing Rahkwel with quicksilver speed and swordsmanship that defied all rational belief. Swords hacking vast wounds through goblin torsos. Blood and limbs flying in their wake to pile at their feet like trophies. They moved so fast at times that Adem was unable to even guess what sword form they were using. He saw many already that he had never been taught. It was confirmation to Adem also of just how much everything must have changed. In the old days, Alit’aren were rarely Agnars. They had never needed to be with lightning in their veins. It was also proof to Adem that some hope remained in the blood of Kismerian warriors. They had learnt to adapt; replacing fire with steel, muscle and sweat. Perhaps they had even become a harder people. 

He would have to find out. 

Some of those blades were enchanted also, but many were not. Another confirmation that Angel-Magic was lost to them. Alit’aren would always carry a sword infused with Fire-Magic over ordinary forged steel. It meant some of these men had been raised to Alit’aren in the last three years, and the swords that were made for them were simply forged steel. Making it much harder to kill a real demon, though they had no trouble against Rahkwel. Bodies collapsed as dark blood sprayed in unison with swipes of gleaming blades. 

Shienden swooped again to purge the demon threat that remained to the south. Blue flames covering the earth in blankets of light that incinerated flesh and bone, including those under mind control. The Torvellen leader pressed a fist to breastplate as he said to Adem, ‘I advise you to ride with us, Adem Highlander. We shall escort you to the Borderlands to speak with Lord Tarz. He will be more than glad to know that you have returned.’

‘How did you know me on sight?’ Adem asked.

‘My father described your faces to me many times before he died. My name is Kien Modrellock. My father was Torin, a good friend of yours.’ The man then leant towards Adem to whisper in his ear, ‘My father was also your spy, if his stories are to be believed.’ Adem’s chest ached to think of another friend lost. If it turned out Torin was murdered for being discovered, Adem would have retribution. He knew with those words that Kien was who he claimed to be. Recognising the Ruhalden blood and his father’s eyes, despite the fact that at first, he had appeared pure Torvellen. He gave the man his trust as he signalled to his companions. Jean rode in the saddle in front of Adem on a tall dark stallion. Carl and Wil were given mounts of their own. Other riders doubled up after providing their mounts for the Sons and Daughter. As they rode westward Adem’s mind was fraught with outrage and disorder! He wanted to tear his own hair out! Or someone else’s hair. Preferably someone he hated!

‘What has happened to this world?’ Jean whispered to herself. Twin silver lightning bolts struck the earth in the distance, carving out a face of shadows. It reminded Adem that Fendinn must be watching.

He can see through my eyes, after all. He can see through all of our eyes. He began to wonder then, if this time, their efforts truly were without hope.
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Chapter 2
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Forsaken Warriors

Adem moved his horse up beside Kien on the second morning of their journey. These horses would take over a week to get them as far as the mountain ranges of the Green Border. Before they reached safer lands, they were allowing the animals to move at a slow trot for the first hour. None of them were altherin. They required more rest than immortal mounts. Adem nearly fell out of the saddle in shock when he asked the man why none of the horses were altherin. The reply struck his chest again like a fist of ice crushing with corruptive fusion. 

‘The altherin are nearly extinct,’ Kien replied plainly in his deep gruff tone. Adem gasped. Jean also made sounds of morose concern. 

‘How did this happen?’ Adem asked, his voice sounding like iron scraping over stone as he struggled with the words that shook him to his core. 

‘It was the Alit’aren mostly,’ Kien replied. ‘I only know this from stories my father told me about the Great Wars of the Age of Chaos. Madmen Alit’aren seemed to perceive the majesty of Immortal Horses as a sign of the Jinn-Lord. It was always that way with the madness. Alit’aren were suspicious of anyone that was good, or wholesome. But if they were honourable, or righteous, or, if like the immortal breed of horses, they were magnificent and touched with the ancient Magic of the Nordics, well, then the Alit’aren madmen downright despised them. The madmen hunted down the horses, not only those that were tame, but also the wild ones that roamed the Free Lands. They even sought them out here, in the East Lands, where the Immortal Horses frolicked in their once great herds. Mocking the demons and monsters of this cursed place. 

‘That was the main reason, I am told. But Jinn-Fendinn also brought many battles to the Free Lands. Horses both mortal and immortal died in the hundreds of thousands, as did the warriors of the lands, in their endless suffering as they fought to oppose the Shadow. It is a tale of great woe, and the loss of the altherin weighs heavily on the hearts of the immortal people. Especially those that lived in the Age when altherin still flourished. I am also greatly saddened to relate to you this tale. The memory of the last of the altherin herds is burnt into my heart and soul from when I was still a youngling. When I gazed upon the majesty of their kind that still roamed the Green Border. Running wild and free. My mood is greatly disturbed in the telling of such events. Forgive me if I ride alone for a time.’ 

Adem wanted to vomit buckets of blood! His stomach heaved with revulsion over the story of the loss of those great and immortal creatures. The altherin had been magnificent. They were bold and swift and magical. Easily discernible from their mortal cousins by the form and deeply cut precision of their muscle: the way they pranced and neighed before you saw how fast they could move. 

Adem felt that Fendinn was crushing his very soul with the despair he was forced to endure. But the situation was much worse than just this. There was no Angel-Magic left in the world, and he still had no answer as to how or why this had become a reality. Before Kien was too far ahead, Adem called to him, ‘Are there none left at all?’ Kien turned his head to one side to answer softly, though his tone was still that of a growling wolf. ‘There are some, but they are very few. Mixing the bloodlines with mortal stock yields some hope, but it seems the spirit of the altherin line has been forced into a decline. So severe that most seem unwilling to even attempt to rebuild their number. Even the great line of altherin is without hope for the future.’ The immortal faced forwards again and rode off into the distance where he was separate from the main force of riders.

Adem listened to Jean’s moans of despair as he whispered soothing words in her ear: clinging tightly to her waist with his arms as he continued to grip the reins in front. Finally, Jean replied, ‘I’m more worried about our daughter, Adem. There is nothing we can do about the altherin. My concern is that Janeanne has been in this land for nearly twenty years. What kind of person will we face when we meet her as a grown woman? Kien tells us that she is safe with our friends, but I need to get to her. I need to see her face. But I dread to look into her eyes and see her pain and suffering, the agony she has experienced while growing up in this land of beauty and terror.’

‘Orion and Tobin will protect her.’ Adem’s tone was sympathetic to her concerns. ‘They would have cared for her like she was their own. Lydia and Elmira would’ve raised her to be a strong and wise young woman. We’ll see her soon, my darling. Try not to stress out.’ Kien had explained all of this to them on the first night. Not many people knew that the woman Janeanne was actually the daughter of Adem and Jean. Kien had been told the secret by his father, Torin, as his work as a spy continued during Adem’s absence. Torin had become a close confidant of Tarz before his death. Adem had considered using Shienden to fly them directly to their daughter, but he also wished to speak with Rodriel Tarz. There were still many questions to which he desperately needed answers. 

Later they moved into a gallop. Kien and his scouts became aware of more Rahkwel on their trail. Their keen eyesight could detect the goblin hordes through the grey shrouded mist of these lands. At such great distances that Adem and his friends could not even discern black dots on the horizon to mark out where they spotted enemies in pursuit. The Rahkwel were riding beasts similar to large wild boar according to Kien. A breed of Demonsouled that had been raised early on in the Age of Chaos. 

There were many new forms of demon that had spawned via the growing Magic of the Jinn-Lord. Flying demons called Grenloc. Serpentine creatures that bored through the earth in these lands to rise up and devour their prey. Vypain, that were apparently some kind of ape like demon capable of wielding fire to hurl at their prey. As well as the return of other demons from ancient times. Apparently caused by the Rift created by Elarja RinHannen’s Time Stones and Jinn-Magic. 

Kien instructed them on all of these details on the first night when they made camp. It was all important information to Adem. He had to know about everything that had changed, and what still remained the same that he could use to his advantage.

They rode at a fast pace for the next hour. By then Adem could easily discern the dark shapes on the horizon that marked where the horde of goblins were in pursuit. Kien changed course a number of times to outmanoeuvre their attempts to close in around them. But even Adem soon understood they were simply herding them in one direction. When Kien first became certain of this, he tried to change course again. But they were penned in from three sides by Rahkwel charging from the north and east sides, with a horde of Nymloc and Boli-Kuldr closing in from the south. Kien also informed Adem that he spied a Grenloc circling their riders from the dark clouds above. Adem could not see the creature in the silver and crimson laced black billows, but Kien assured him the creature was reporting their movements to the demons in pursuit. 

‘Where are they forcing us to go?’ Adem shouted to Kien as the land began to change slightly. He noticed many stunted dark and leafless trees rising crooked from the parched soil. He also saw many stone ruins layered across the landscape. Some in the forms of statues of ancient monarchy, as well as the figures of polytheistic faith, the Gods of the Old Ways. A very large stone face, half sunken in the earth was surely the image of Odin. Adem shuddered to think what form the Lightning-Lord might now take, and what diminished Angel-Magic he might display. The skies flared with lightning and rumbled with thunder as if in response to his very thought. 

‘They are pushing us straight into the path of the Goblin City!’ Kien shouted in reply. They rode as fast as mortal horses could carry them. ‘I will explain later, but the important thing you must know, we cannot change course. We will face tens of thousands of the creatures once we reach the borders of these main ruins. I would ask that you summon your great dragon to our aid once more. I would also request your assistance, Blue Water Dragon. Honour will be put aside in this desperate hour.’ Adem noted the look of shame that was open upon Kien’s face to admit that he and his men were not sufficient to protect the Sons of Odin and the Daughter of Thor. Alit’aren had always been men of honour, but these men seemed to bear internal scars when that honour was not upheld. 

Adem summoned Shienden, the great dragon spoke to his mind that he was not far away. He had also tracked them from the skies. Adem then called to Kien, ‘Why not slow the horses to give them rest? We know they are herding us towards their city. Why not slow our progression to better plan our strategy?’

‘I fear they may harry us with goblin arrows if they get within range!’ Kien barked in reply. ‘I would not risk my men, or you, Sons of Odin and Daughter of Thor, to arrow heads dipped in poison! You might not yet understand, Adem Highlander. The Jinn Arts provide more ability than simply demon mind control. We shall demonstrate when the time is right!’

—Goblins cried out to the west, thousands of howling bloodthirsty creatures that spoke of an evil rage that defied all rational belief. It seemed the enemy had become more corrupt during the Age of Chaos if that were even possible. The horses slowed a degree when Rahkwel appeared through the thick fog, forming wedges west, northwest, and southwest. Rows of tall green skinned muscular forms garbed in brown and grey leathers, raising spears, axes, or bows.

The ground suddenly trembled, fire ripped upwards through the earth ahead of Adem and the other riders. Flames spouting like crimson venom raced towards the enemy to blast the front lines with blistering heat! Bodies collapsed like sacks of charred molasses! Adem was stunned at what he saw. He knew it was the work of the Alit’aren, but he could not sense Angel-Magic in any of them. He could see the spells though, and as he watched, he realised they were using the Jinn Arts. He sensed it then within himself—as seven of his Golden Soldiers rose in an arc facing the western ranks to unleash bars of crimson light that severed flesh and bone like blades of fire. He realised then that the Jinn-Lord’s Fire-Magic was still a part of him, as it was with the Alit’aren. Just as the Lord of Shadows became one with the flames when he first tried to oppose the All-Father. 

That Eternal Hellfire now burnt within the souls of men and women touched by Jinn-Magic and the curse on Angel-Magic. As a result, Fire-Magic could still be wielded via Jinn-Magic. It was not Angel-Magic of teron or terael, but it was a Magic all the same! He realised then that it must be Jinn-Magic, used also by the Hex-Warlords and their Hex-Keepers! He feared to reach out and touch the source of such incredibly destructive force, yet he had no other choice.

The feeling was like being dipped in acid swimming in bile of the vilest nature. A reeking pungent odour filled his very soul. Ice binding his heart that burnt like the poison of a deathly curse. The Jinn Arts were terrifying agony to sense within your soul. 

A wall of crimson blossomed within the ranks that tried to close in from the northwest. Rahkwel bodies were burnt to dark husks at the same moment they were torn apart: thrown through the air by the force of his first strike! The demons approaching from the southwest faltered a moment. Alit’aren used the momentum to strike with bolts of crimson lightning and spheres of flames the size of boulders. They flung with their right fists while clinging to the reins with their left. The crimson balls of energy flared like dark and evil acid that launched from their throws but beyond the nose of their horses. Flying to strike the demonic wedges burning holes through bodies with a force that spoke of the Great Angels of Old. Adem grinned despite his situation. Things were definitely looking up.

But the corruption of the Jinn Arts was a hundred times worse than Jinn-Magic on teron. He sensed Jean take hold of that connection between the lingering grasp of terael, and the terrible might of Jinn-Magic. It was not like Angel-Magic where male and female were separate, it was both together. A combination of opposites fuelling a dark and terrible ability. He sensed her emotions through the kigare also, but that connection had faded significantly from his memories of the last time they were in Kismeria. He decided it must have something to do with the waning Magic of the Battle Angels.

Jean harnessed flows of Jinn-Magic that seemed to make her tremble with violent disgust. She exhaled in excruciating agony as a cloud of shadows formed above another Rahkwel wedge. Ahead of their path to the west. From the cloud fell hundreds of crimson spears that glowed with the same dark and terrible corruption. The spears struck ground within the demon ranks, some splitting through skulls or breastplates. Erupting with corrosive venom that caused bodies to burst or melt amongst screams of pain, terror, and outrage. 

He could hardly believe Jean had willingly harnessed the Jinn Arts! He had expected her to be fuming with vitriol over the fact that Jinn-Magic had become the new form of battling the enemy. It seemed to be the only hope of remaining alive in such confrontations. The downside—more than the agony of experiencing that Magic—was Adem already felt a severe madness closing in on his mind via the corruption of Jinn-Fendinn. 

The Alit’aren continued to battle with approaching Rahkwel from the northwest and southwest. Adem caught a quick look back over his shoulder. He saw waves of goblin riders forcing them towards their city. Perhaps if they had tried to break through their closing ranks to avoid being herded in this direction, they might have had a better chance of survival. They would certainly have reduced the need to fight with such desperate vehemence! 

But Adem put his trust in the son of Torin. Kien did not seem a proud man, but his need to uphold the honour of his tribe seemed innate. Adem also realised that what he had seen each time the man’s honour was questioned, was a lingering threat of madness upon his heart and mind. The only thing that seemed to withdraw that threat, were the enchanted crystals they wore on their armour. They glowed blood red and hissed with dark smoke when the Alit’aren were wielding their corrupt Fire-Magic. Demon soul ki’mera orbs flowing through the air to be consumed by the stones as if they were magnetic.

Adem and Jean did not have armour, or any of those crystals adorning their clothing, nor did Carl or Wil. His two friends had not yet harnessed the Jinn Arts, though Adem faintly sensed their internal conflict over the necessity of the situation. Unless they could find a way to restore Angel-Magic of teron and terael, Carl and Wil would have to give in to their need and begin to wield Jinn-Magic also. It was inevitable. Adem wondered at the possible outcome of spending years wielding this tainted magic without his medication to sustain him. Kien had also explained on the first night that the Druid Evolo had been killed soon after the Sons and Daughter sealed the Jinn-Lord in Kerak’Otozi. Kismeria had been without a suitable cure for madness ever since. Adem was no longer grinning. 

Shienden launched down from the dark clouds above. The dragon’s roar filled the air as Adem turned to see Dragon-Flame blanketing the demon horde to obliterate thousands in vicious blue heat. Shienden destroyed the entire horde that had been pushing them from the east. Tusked boar vaporized left a wafting odour of scorched pork on the breeze. Reducing flesh and bone to ashes. Adem instructed the dragon to wipe out the Rahkwel charging in from their right flank. Shienden beat his massive wings against the air to rise and turn. Swooping again over the northern demon horde: spraying thousands of goblins with a tidal wave of fire. Blue incinerating flame burst into the sky like rockets on impact with the earth. What was left of legs and boots looked like small burnt shrubs: stretching for miles, encasing aqua embers. Like burning sprites in blackened coal.

Kien changed direction. Charging now northwest in an attempt to escape being pushed directly through the Goblin City. Adem assumed Fendinn had a large force waiting their arrival. The riders followed in close formation. Fog billowed from the earth as the skies began to darken with the setting sun beyond cloud cover. Lightning flared in crimson bolts that wove through the dark sky like massive demonic tridents. Shienden did not seem concerned as he rose amongst the clouds. Hunting the Grenloc that had tracked them from the skies.

Kien led the riders around the blue flames that scorched the barren earth as dark smoke brought the stench of incinerated demon flesh to Adem’s nostrils. Perhaps he would’ve gagged at the odour if not for the fact that Jinn-Magic was far worse. Its corrupt viscosity still flowing through his veins. 

As they rode at a brisk trot—to allow the horses some respite—Adem’s vision marked the change in the landscape. Shadowy mounds of stone rubble still rose through the grey fog. Some of them here were ruined fortifications. Collapsed walls stretching in a vast perimeter that they skirted while following its edges. Still headed northwest. Ruined watchtowers lay strewn across their path, forcing them to change direction many times. Rahkwel growled from campfires. Glaring golden eyed, hooked-beaked nosed manlike beings with sharp black teeth. The goblins seemed unaware of the orders to stop the riders as they passed by, but those with pig demons to ride were soon climbing into the saddle at the sounding of horns. Other packs sprang to the alert and gave chase on foot, waving dark spears and axes. Others raising black wooden bows and poison arrows.

The Alit’aren cut them down with cold violent dispassionate destruction. Crimson lightning and shadow flame spheres striking the goblins to cut through armour and chests. Bodies fell with gaping wounds sealed with char or spurting dark blood. Adem and Jean wielded the Jinn Arts to cut down the larger hordes. Somehow, they knew how to combine their strength in Jinn-Magic, resulting in a bloodbath of melted corpses to rival the Battle Angels at full strength. His Golden Soldiers unleashed bars of corrupt Hellfire from their laser cannon arms, combining his matter manipulation ability with Jinn-Magic. Jean sprayed the killing fields with Hail of Acid Spears. Blood red shafts bursting with deadly energies that melted armour and flesh: the enemy wailed in agony and despair.

Shienden dived again, launching a savage torrent of liquid-blue flame encasing pure white heat. It smothered an advancing horde on their tail. Goblin burnt-to-toast boots on scorched pig for dinner! Shienden informed Adem that he had taken out the Grenloc in the skies. Adem wondered at the method of communication between the Rahkwel and Grenloc. He considered it most likely that a Souljhin must be orchestrating the attack, either that or one of the Hex-Warlords. He also wondered then why the High-Servants had not yet shown up in this battle. He guessed the reason might be that they were all truly afraid of him, and that they would not engage him in open confrontation without a direct order by their Dark Lord. Adem wasn’t certain that were the case with all of the Hex-Warlords, however. The one that had appeared in his room at the hospital did not seem intimidated in the slightest. In fact, he’d seemed extremely overconfident. He would need to gain many answers from Tarz.

Carl and Wil had flanked Adem and Jean’s horse for most of their flight through this region. Both remained behind far enough for Adem and Jean to have a fair perspective of any approaching danger. Adem knew they would both wield the Jinn Arts if they perceived a significant threat to Jean or himself, but their reluctance was palpable whenever they closed within range of his sight. There was great conflict in them over the corruption of Jinn-Magic. They had both already allowed themselves to hold a portion of its foulness, as Adem had sensed it when they did. Perhaps both preparing themselves for the moment that it became necessary to wield its horrid force. 

Soon they could see the outskirts of the heart of the Goblin City through the thin mist and fading light. Dark cracks lined the ruined walls that in some places were over forty feet high: gaping holes in the rock most likely from catapults. Adem wondered about the city, who had built it and how long ago. He did not know of any deserted cities this far east of the Green Border. He thought it must have been built sometime during the last thousand years, evidently resulting in a crushing attack by the Shadow’s forces. He cringed to think of how many lives would have been lost in such a battle. What terrible tales would he hear when Kien had time to relate the truth of this mysterious place? He no longer had the voice of Arawn or his other Battle Angels speaking to his mind to relate details about the land. That was another change he would have to live with. Yet he knew already that it would cost him vital knowledge of the world and its history. Its magic and their modes of operation.

They were changing direction again to move away from the wall line flanking their left side. The horses were beginning to tire, snorting frantically as they worked up lathers of sweat and grunted in terror of the chase. These were warhorses, but they were clever enough to know when the danger was pressing down upon them. Even they would be afraid to die, whether it was merely instinctual fear or the gripping pressure against their spirit. Adem felt the need to protect them also. Without the altherin things were looking very bad, but he would do all he could to see that the mortal line of horses prospered for the future. He also knew no way to create Portal-Spells using Jinn-Magic. He assumed it was not commonly known or else these Alit’aren would have used it long before. 

There had to be a way. High-Servants and Hex-Keepers had used such Portal-Magic during the dawning of the Age of Chaos, and for long before that time also. Perhaps if Serock were still alive, he could win the man’s loyalty once more and learn the secret. His fear was that so many years spent trapped in the Pits of Hellfire beneath Kerak’Otozi would have brought corruption back to the heart of the man that was formerly known as the Vampire-King.

Fire and lightning continued to fly from the souls of the Alit’aren wielding Jinn-Magic with a vengeance. Bodies were torn apart by Hellfire. Sprays of dark crimson acid erupted within the enemy ranks: tearing and blistering flesh, charring bone with a force that was glorious and terrifying to behold. Jean seemed to be grappling with the need to wield the Jinn Arts further. Her disgust apparent of the foulness of it in her veins. She seemed to glow shadow crimson within her soul as he gripped her before him in the saddle. She made no sound of woe or terror, yet he sensed the emotions broiling within her like a storm cloud waiting to burst with lightning and thunder.

Adem also fought to control his abhorrence of the Shadow Magic. It was almost unbearable, but he held to his determination to put things right in this world. It was up to him. He could not fail these people after the sacrifices they had made for him. He watched a horde of boar-mounted goblins closing in on his right flank: scorching them with waves of heat and acid that caused bodies to collapse in dark piles that writhed and screamed, melting into charred and smoking viscous sludge. Jean took down a smaller horde to the southwest with Flame Leopards that glowed with the destructive Magic of the Shadow-Lord. Acid and flame leapt from the Spirit Wardens as they ploughed through the enemy ranks. Leopards fought with ferocity. Chomping and shredding through armour and flesh with an ease that was greater than wielding terael in a large link. There was promise to this ability, but the cost could be far greater than harnessing Angel-Magic with the curse upon teron and terael.

They had lost no riders so far. Kien had warned them that there was still no known way to perform Healing-Magic without Angel-Magic. Therefore, any man who fell to an arrow or spear must be left behind to die. He would die with dignity to know his honour had been restored. Giving his life in service to the Sons and Daughter. There was that honour again. It was a code that had been ingrained in this world for hundreds of thousands of years before Adem first arrived in Kismeria. Now it seemed to have taken new form within the hearts and minds of its people. It now seemed to be not only the thing that drove them: it was their very reason to exist.

—Arrows flew through the mist from the right flank! Dozens of goblin archers gaining a position where they could fire a deadly strike at close range. Riders and horses began to collapse to the right. Kien was aware and he shouted to Adem and his companions with vehemence, ‘Do not stop for them! Their time is now! It is their sacrifice! They will die in disgrace if you endanger yourselves further in an attempt at rescue!’

Adem looked back to see the men scrambling from their fallen saddles to draw blades and hack through Rahkwel that charged forwards through the mist. He saw that they were ruthless even in defeat. Fearless and bloodthirsty. But they had great honour. A hot rage gripped his chest. Some of those men would be younger than him. More blood, more debt to his soul. How much more would it take?
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Chapter 3
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Goblin City

Carl clung to the reins; fighting to control the wild fervour of his steed. The animals were beyond terrified. Riders fought with ferocity to annihilate the goblin enemies that surged forward from all sides. Carl had his own struggle, grappling with the idea that he would soon need to wield this vile form of Jinn-Magic that felt as if corrosive vapour flared in his chest, fire in his veins and shadows in his mind. 

He was not afraid to wield the Jinn Arts. He knew it was inevitable if he wanted to be of any use. He just didn’t want to experience that horrid corruption in his soul for one minute more than was necessary. He was also certain the Jinn Lord’s Magic would drive him completely insane, in a very short time, unless they obtained some of those precious elykrario crystals.

He’d had a fine lesson about the red energy absorbing crystals the night before. He had sat with one of the Alit’aren who explained the way elykrario was used to reduce the effects of Jinn-Magic. Without this discovery, the wielders of Kismeria would’ve destroyed this world long ago. They had apparently been discovered during the Reign of Pendral Dragon-Sword, early on during his rise to fame and power. The man who became known as the greatest Alit’aren of the Age of Chaos had learnt that an enchanted form of rock was able to make both male and female wielders impervious to the madness of the Jinn Arts. It was not an exact science, there were times when the stones were not enough to keep wielders sane. But for most it was the only answer to the continued need for magic to battle the demons of this world.

They were still moving along the outskirts of the ruined wall line of the Goblin City. Herded by those Rahkwel riding demon-boar that screamed with rage and bloodlust: slowly closing the gap. Shienden soared through the skies high above, taking out the enemy in blasts of Dragon-Flame that lit up the night. Blazing blue flames that seemed to roar with Angel-Magic of the Old Ways. The enemy was well prepared however: each time a horde was taken out by the Alit’aren or Shienden, another pack of enemies would appear on another flank. Firing arrows as more riders fell from their saddles: horses collapsing with screams of anguish. 

They had lost maybe thirty riders. Carl decided he could wait no longer. He spied Rahkwel along the walkway of a fully formed stretch of wall, aiming arrows from dark wooden bows. Flames erupted along the wall line. Rahkwel screamed! Hellfire melting flesh like sand piles under torrential rainfall. Two arrows flew before Carl could strike however, and two more riders fell with arrow shafts through their necks! Carl gasped, not only to see the deaths of faithful warriors, but also for the nightmare he felt while holding that terrible darkness in his mind and veins. Jinn-Magic made his thoughts swell with paranoia and loathing. His chest burned in torment. Lungs heaved for fresh air amidst the putrid stench of evil!

Goblin archers aimed from the right flank through thin waves of grey mist. Carl slaughtered them with blue and green energies, screaming as flesh blasted into piles. He found changing the colour of the Hellfire easy enough. One of his instinctive abilities via his memories from the Chameleon Arch. Changing colours made it more bearable, the corruption was not so fierce. He noticed some of the Alit’aren glaring at him after he unleashed the Fire-Magic, as if such knowledge had not yet been discovered. Yet moments later the Alit’aren riders began hurling energies burning bright aqua, emerald, or golden. They had spied his Jinn-Magic during the chaos and quickly adapted it to their own knowledge.

Adem noticed the change and was suddenly unleashing Jade Javelins from the sky. They split through goblin necks and torsos: bodies exploded with dark emerald power. Jean adapted her own Jinn-Magic, scorching hundreds of charging Rahkwel on the left flank with sizzling blue electricity that tore through chests. Bodies collapsing with gaping wounds spurting dark blood. The path before them began to change again, becoming city streets wide enough for ten horses to ride abreast. They entered after passing through a ruined wall line: into the city’s heart.

Some riders split up, darting through narrow laneways. Scouting ahead for an ambush. Shienden roared in the dark skies above. Crimson lightning pulsed. The dragon was also spying for enemies. The riders slowed to a trot: giving the horses a needed recovery. Some breathed and snorted heavily with white foam layering their dark silken coats. Without such a rest these animals may have been pushed to their deaths. 

The streets were dark with long lying shadows. Cast by the moon and flashes of lightning: pulsing through billowing black clouds. Thunder rolled through the heavens as if an army of demons growled. Alit’aren were signalling one another in hand sign language. From his memories of seeing through the eyes—hearing through the ears—of ancient Kismerian warriors, Carl was able to translate that their immortal hearing had detected Rahkwel movement closing in from the north and south. 

They continued in silence but for the clipping of hooves against the cracked stone paving. Carl began to sense something else that became quite disturbing. It was not from the west, more all around him. In the dark windows he felt eyes watching. He assumed those lantern goblin eyes would shine in the shadows, but he saw no light whenever he looked towards the source. Then he heard it, a whispering, detected in his mind. Not with his ears, he was sure it was a telepathic message. The words were: Red Fire Lion pounces, Black Shadow Wolf roars, White Snow Fox dances, Blue Water Dragon soars.

It was not Rahkwel, he knew that much. The whispers grew louder. More voices were joining in, hypnotic, enchanted, but deadly. Carl could now sense dozens of pairs of eyes. Staring straight at him from the shadows of arched windows and empty alleyways. He sensed one close by; stared at the window and spoke with his mind. He sent out the question, Who are you, out there?

The chants grew louder until they filled his mind with a hypnotizing rhythm; he called out the question, again and again, Who’s out there?

—Rahkwel horns sounded on both flanks. Carl knew they were not the watchers. The horns much further back behind streets of ruined stone buildings and towers. The Alit’aren were hand signalling furiously! Kien moved close to the Sons and Daughter to whisper, ‘We will flee on my signal.’

Carl could not argue with his reasoning. They would be slaughtered within these streets if the goblins gained windows and balconies. Firing arrows and hurling spears at riders and their horses. Carl needed to know the source of those whispers. He sent out another request. Will you fight for the Blue Water Dragon?

The reply that came was a male voice that brought Carl memories of that fateful night, long ago. 

We will fight for you, Carl Wilder! 

The voice was drenched in wickedness. It spoke in the tone of a man long deceased. Corrupted by the Magic of the Jinn-Lord. Just as it was with those Ghosts of Bright. Carl felt a cold flow of air fluttering over his back and shoulders. He could almost feel invisible fingers touching his face and neck. But he was not afraid.

***  
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Goblins poured from the shadows on the left and right flanks. Aiming arrows drawn from dark wooden bows, peering through shadowed windows of buildings and watchtowers. Another horde closed from the rear riding those savage pigs. The Alit’aren reacted before the strings were released. Wil watched as dozens of the Rahkwel archers lowered their feathered arrows. With the metal tip aimed directly under their own chins. They released the arrows that planted up through their own skulls in dark bursts. Eyeballs blasting out of sockets as bodies dropped with hollow thuds. Wil thought that had been the Alit’aren controlling the minds of the goblins. He could not think of another reason other than demon mind control.

Hundreds more Rahkwel charged forwards through the streets. The riders began to bolt on Kien’s signal. A red flare lighting up the dark night sky. The horses moved through narrow streets and laneways at a short canter when possible. Wil and Carl moved to stay on the flanks of Adem’s horse. Alit’aren unleashing waves of Hellfire in incandescent bursts: scorching the ancient stone, setting the place alight. Wil looked to Carl to see a pale blue light shining in his eyes, as his friend shouted; ‘We’re saved!’

A terrible wailing cry of hundreds of souls filled the city streets. The voices were cold and terrible. Wil knew they were not the voices of the living. He felt a cool breeze of soft stroking hands passing over his shoulders, neck, and face. He shivered to think that some wraith spirit was about to end his life. Then the flowing winds coalesced before him as pale lights of aqua and gold. Taking human form within the Rahkwel packs. They appeared to be ghosts of Elven men and women. 

They emanated a pale blue glow and were carved from slivers of moonlight. Wielding swords, spears, or axes of burning aqua, gold or emerald. They began to cut through enemy ranks with supernatural strength and fervour. Blue Lightning-Arrows flew from shadowed archways and windows. Slaughtering dozens in seconds. The Alit’aren seemed as shocked as Wil and his companions. They gazed left and right with expressions of wonder and woe. Some grinned to see these Elf-Ghosts, that took over the fighting grounds: cutting down goblins by the hundreds. Wil gazed to the right. Amongst a horde of goblins, some were struggling to break free. The hands of two or three of these immortal spirits clutched Rahkwel to slit throats, punch blades and arrows through chests. Others were decapitated or cut to pieces as the ghosts hacked off limbs with swords of burning fury. 

They rode onwards when the path was cleared. Until they approached a high stone wall on the western side of the city. Thousands of Rahkwel were gathered, chanting in Demon Tongue as a red mist rose from the stone floor. The riders skidding to a halt when they saw the trap before them. Horses stamped and snorted in fear and determination. 

Wil looked back to see goblin riders advancing from the east. Herding them towards the wall and the red light that oozed from the earth. Wil watched as the red light glowed. A golden-orange haze opened in the stone floor in a wide circle. A man rose from the Underworld. A Battle Angel! It was Balor! 

Wil immediately understood when he saw the dark scowl upon the white bearded man’s face. Wearing plated red-black cuirass and spiked pauldrons. A double-bladed axe of crimson burning in his two-fisted grasp. Had Balor been turned? It seemed without a doubt that their sacred ally now fought for the Shadow!

Adem seemed to realise also. Shield-Domes of Adem’s matter manipulation went up to deflect the first wave of Hellfire. Balor hurled rolling rivers of molten magma at the riders. The fire flowed as a rising wall of red acid: crashing down upon the Shield-Spells that barely resisted the toxic assault. ‘What the hell is this?’ Adem shouted in outrage. ‘Balor, you have betrayed us?’ Wil couldn’t stand to hear the heartbreak in Adem’s tone, the livid disgust. Rage of a madman! The Jinn Arts were having a shocking effect on Adem’s state of mind. It did not bode well.

Adem struck back. Six Hellfire Samurai charged towards Balor. Eight feet tall warriors of shadow and flames. Hacking at the Battle Angel and surrounding goblins with crimson katana. A few dozen Rahkwel were slaughtered before Balor’s awe swung. He struck down every Samurai as if they were flies being swatted, their forms melting back into the stone in red pools. Balor was powerful. Perhaps Jinn-Fendinn gave him extra strengths that his Brothers and Sisters were now lacking.

Wil looked back to the pig riders preparing to charge. In moments they would be overrun. He shivered with hatred for those wretched creatures. Then suddenly his fear formed into an idea. He decided to try to reach the minds of those cursed boar. His sense of their minds was that they were foul and evil beasts, but he used Jinn-Magic to create his own form of mind control. The next moment the massive demonic boars were causing carnage within their own ranks. Bucking their riders free to turn and devour goblin flesh and bones in terrible bloodthirsty grunts. Wil had been able to communicate with the boar using his Dremelden Wood Lore, learnt from the many lives he’d lived within the Chameleon Arch. The rear demon ranks were ground into pig meat as the hungry beasts fed greedily. Dark skinned snouts and eyes of hot coal. 
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