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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

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. – Kirkus Reviews

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 – Kirkus Reviews

Readers craving another dose of superlative magic battles and ambitious plotting won’t be disappointed. – Kirkus Reviews

Cover artwork, maps, and interior illustrations by Le Minh Nguyen – flare3103

Le Minh’s artworks can be found by searching L. A. Hammer at Imagekind.com 

For my dearest, Mother,

Without her, there would be no me.

10 There shall not be among you anyone that maketh his son or his daughter to pass through the fire, or that useth divination, or an observer of times, or an enchanter, or a witch. 11 Or a charmer, or a consulter with familiar spirits, or a wizard, or a necromancer.

12 For all that do these things are an abomination unto the Lord: and because of these abominations the Lord thy God doth drive them out from before thee. 

13 Thou shalt be perfect with the Lord thy God.

Holy Bible – Deuteronomy 18:10-13 - Authorised King James Version

13 You must be blameless before the Lord your God.

Holy Bible – Deuteronomy 18:13 - New International Version
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Prologue
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A Dutiful Son

Pendral sat on his reading stool, looking over his studies in the ancient Lore of Kismeria. The books were not especially old, as Pendral was aware of the destruction of most Kismerian libraries early on in the Age of Chaos, a year or more before he was born. These books were amongst some of those that had been salvaged from the flames of Hex-Warlords. Studies in medicine, Healing-Magic, as well as using teron and terael as weapons.

Pendral was particularly interested in the studies of healing mental illness with herbs and potions. It was something his father, Adem Highlander, had set for him as his studies years ago during one of his visits. Pendral was only four years old at the time, but his mother Isabelle had already taught him writing words and counting numbers. With his father’s instruction, Pendral set about the task of finding a cure for the Schism of highly concentrated Jinn-Magic within teron, and the corruption of a vampire curse upon terael.

Pendral had celebrated his seventh name day only five weeks past, and although his father had not been able to make it to the feast day, he had visited Pendral in his chambers that evening, giving him a very special gift. It was the sword that Adem Highlander had wielded before Pendral was born. A blue glowing blade infused with teron and ki’mera, that once housed Battle Angels such as Arawn and Balor. There were no longer any Battle Angels using the blade as a Resting Point, but Pendral understood the importance of the gift, being handed down by his father. Pendral also knew that his mother had been looking after the weapon until Pendral was old enough to wield it.

The sword was still too long and heavy for Pendral to train with, but he used a practice blade in the palace courtyard five days a week. Sometimes his father was there to watch his practice, under the training of the finest Agnars of this Age. Most often Pendral practiced alone, though at times he was set against a number of older boys, both mortal and immortal. Pendral was already getting to a stage where he could outmatch any one of them, or even three at one time!

He was looking over notes he had made about certain herbs and their healing properties when a familiar flash of aqua brilliance filled the darkened chamber. His father stepped through the Portal-Magic with a sombre visage, though when their eyes met, Pendral felt his father’s love emanating through those cold blue eyes. Eyes that always seemed to grin whenever they were together.

‘Father, you’re back!’ Pendral exclaimed, rushing to embrace him, standing no taller than his waist. His father hugged him back and spoke gently to say, ‘I could hardly bear another moment without being by your side, dear son. Again, I am very sorry I could not celebrate your birthday properly with your mother. You know I have other important duties, and they often keep me away.’ Adem Highlander then glanced over at the writing desk to remark, ‘You are keeping to your studies I see. That is good, son. We will make a scholar of you yet. Sit, and tell me what you have learnt so far.’

So Pendral returned to his seat, and his father took a chair that he moved to be seated beside Pendral. He read his notes out loud for his father who listened intently, with a growing grin that Pendral always thought of as sneaky.

His father suffered from the corruption upon male Angel-Magic perhaps more than any other in Kismeria, but of late, during these visits, Pendral had noted a change in him. An improvement he would call it. Pendral hoped terribly that the reason for this was these visits and the time he spent with his son. Moments that Pendral cherished more than anything else in this world.

Pendral had loved his father even long before he first met him, although he had memories of his father’s face even as far back as when he was still a baby in his crib. But it was his mother’s tales of Adem Highlander’s adventures that made Pendral love and adore his father so very much. When he began to get to know his father from these short visits, he began to love him even more.

‘How is your scar, Father?’ Pendral asked, to which his father replied, ‘It still gives me pain at times, son. Mostly I am able to withstand its draining effects.’

‘Let me see what I can do,’ Pendral said, reaching towards the dark dragon tattoo across his father’s chest, revealed where the pale shirt was not completely buttoned to the neck. He wore his dark Alit’aren coat and trousers, with brown leather boots. His father’s face showed concern when Pendral began to wield a little Angel-Magic to investigate the nature of the scar further.

Suddenly, the quill in Pendral’s right hand began to burn bright crimson. The feather caught flame to morph into a small pixie of golden-orange light, not unlike a dragon in form. Pendral had suddenly also felt a great surge of another form of Magic that he did not like to use. When investigating that terrible scar, Jinn-Magic entered his veins by some immense force of instinct.

The two of them watched the small dragon rise into the air, floating around the chamber, high up into the vaulted ceilings. It suddenly began to grow very quickly, until its form nearly covered the entire tops of the chamber. Huge golden wings spread wide as the dragon opened its jaws as if about to set the room aflame!

His father raised his right hand, with index finger extended. A brilliant blue strand of light shot forth from his fingertip. A miniature wielding similar to a true Spear of Odin. As the beam made contact with the dragon, both the beam of light and the glowing Spirit Warden flared, shimmered, and then vanished in a cloud of glowing dust.

‘You must be more careful, my son,’ Highlander said with a cautious glare, seeming more nervous than upset with Pendral.

‘I’m sorry, Father! It just seems to happen every time I try to find out how that scar works. I feel terrible for you. I just wish you would tell me the tale of how you got it.’

‘That is a tale for another day,’ Adem said carefully, buttoning the shirt and then dark coat up to the high collar. Decorated with the sigil of the Wolf, Lion and Dragon, the three Rohjors of the Sons of Odin. 

There was a knock at the door. His mother entered to look upon his father with delighted exasperation. She rushed across the floor to wrap her arms around his seated form. His father’s eyes taking on that smile that said he was helpless to resist, but that he also did not want to be anywhere else but here and now.

‘My beloved darling,’ his mother exclaimed, ‘it has been so long! I have missed you with all my heart. Wishing for the day of your return!’ Then she stood back, crossing her arms under her breasts, wearing a pink silk gown with red roses sewn upon the arms and hem as she said with some scorn, ‘And here I find you, visiting our dear beloved son and you do not spare a moment to visit me in my chambers!’ Pendral began to blush, knowing the sort of visit his mother wished for. Pendral also knew that his father avoided such visitations despite his evident passion for the woman. Pendral assumed it had to do with his father’s relationship with the Daughter of Thor, who was said to be a great rival of his mother’s in their battle to win the heart of Adem Highlander.

‘I cannot always take the time to inform you that I am in town,’ Adem said with extra care, perhaps sensing the danger of upsetting Isabelle further. ‘You know how important it is for me to spend time with Pendral.’ He spoke those words with such emphasis that Pendral began to wonder at their hidden meaning. His father spoke again to say to Isabelle, ‘I have also made it clear that I am unable to share such moments with you, my love. As much as I would wish it.’

His mother began to sniff as Pendral watched water welling in her eyes. Those dark orbs shining even brighter before she clutched Adem by the shoulders, leaning in to kiss his father passionately on the lips, before she moved back. Slapped his face hard! Turning on her heel to glide across the floor and out the door. This was not an unfamiliar scene for Pendral to witness between his parents. It was in fact quite common place.

But for Pendral, these exchanges made the Ruhalden Palace feel more like home to him, because they were all together again. They were a whole family. He looked at his father earnestly as he said, ‘I understand, Father. Do not worry over Mother’s moods. I will cheer her up as best I can. After you leave again.’ Those last words brought a stab of pain to Pendral’s chest. His father’s absence was always a sore point for him.

‘I will return again as soon as I am able, my son.’ Adem said, rubbing Pendral’s hair to ruff it into a fluff. Then Pendral watched with great regret, as his father stood and created another Portal-Spell—those sad blue eyes smiling at Pendral as he gazed back at him for one last time—then stepped through to vanish into thin air. As he always did. 

Why can he not stay for just a little longer?

*** 
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Adem stepped out of the Portal-Magic to arrive at the meeting place assigned for Elarja. The Time Strider always waited in a new location while Adem visited his son in various stages of his youth. Elarja using the now semi-operable Time Stones to return Adem to the true present each time the visit was ended, where they assessed the benefits or damage of such visits.

They met in a small cellar stocked with barrels of wine and ale. Under an old inn on the borders of Torvis, the Torvellen populated region of the Free Lands. Adem noted the concern on Elarja’s face when he returned to the cellar, those emerald eyes glowed with a cautious glare. Adem did his best to display a mind of clarity, as he continued to resist the impure concentrations within teron, as well as the mind-altering effects of the Jinn Arts that Adem was still at times forced to wield.

‘How was he?’ Elarja asked.

‘My son is well,’ Adem replied in a soft tone. ‘At least ... he is now. I do not know what changes it will have when we return to the present. There was little time to teach him all of the things I consider important for his upbringing. Morality. Compassion. He yearns for the guidance of his father, but my visits are always far too short.’

‘Let’s return,’ Elarja said, as he created a Time Sphere with the glowing Stones held in his fists. A warp of space and time bulged around them in glowing colours as that now too familiar sound filled the air: a tearing of the fabric of reality.

When the sphere contracted again to dissipate, Adem found himself in a meeting hall, at Orodhel. They often switched locations for their return. Jean, Carl, Wil, and Hayley using Portal-Magic to leap across the Free Lands to meet them at each location. The four of them were already in the chamber when Adem and Elarja arrived. Seated around a small, polished oak table with a dark stain. Carved with each sigil of the Four Rohjors. A Fox, Wolf, Lion and Dragon on each side.

The room was lit with lanterns hanging from the walls. Glowing dull amber with the light of the morning sun pouring through windows higher up. It was mostly formed of marble. Columns of blue-veined white with green and golden checked tiles speckled with black, the walls a brilliant obsidian that seemed to hum with the ancient power of its creation. Orodhel was even older than the now burned and ruined city of Nordhel. Built during the Age of Heroes; the craftsmen were guided by Alit’aren and Ael Tarael, communicating with the Angels of Earth and Stone to weld the elements into almost indestructible formation.

‘How did it go?’ Jean asked with a cross expression.

‘It went well, I think,’ Adem replied solemnly. ‘How much has changed?’

‘Nothing has changed!’ Jean snapped in retort. ‘Valmeron is still in ruin. As is Nordhel. A multitude of lives remain lost through the history of Pendral’s wrath. I swear to you Adem; that child is dangerous. You risk much by getting involved with him. More to the point, you cannot change him. The madness will get to him eventually, no matter how much you try to reach him.’

‘He is beginning to love me, Jean,’ Adem said in earnest. ‘There must be a chance we can alter his overall state of mind. If he can regain the love of his father. I want him to experience a somewhat proper childhood, with his family.’

‘I am your wife, Adem. Janeanne is your legitimate daughter. We are your family. Isabelle, Pendral and Rayne are all your mistakes. The mess you have created. I know you love them all, but Isabelle is a nuisance, Rayne is cursed and perhaps more likely to destroy the world than his completely insane father! Pendral will only learn advantage from these meetings, as he advances over the past thousand years. Madness will corrupt that love he feels for you. He will use it against you.’

‘I have to try, Jean. I believe I can bring about some good within my son. Some lasting speck of morality and honour. But also, his love for his family, to maybe turn him back to the All-Father.’

‘I have done quite a large amount of research into Pendral’s past,’ Carl said. Interrupting them both to possibly ease the situation. ‘It seems there was always a brooding darkness about him. Legends say it relates back to Isabelle’s capture by the Hex-Warlords, the last time we fought the Jinn-Lord and sealed him in Kerak’Otozi. It seems there was corruption upon his spirit even before he was born. A result of that time spent at the peak and within the heart of the mountain. I believe this is the dark magic that restricts our capacity to change the past. Ultimately, no matter what you try to teach him, or how much love you provide, the Shadow will take hold of him eventually. 

‘It is engrained within his soul.’

‘Still,’ Adem replied, ‘I have to try.’

Janeanne then entered the chamber with Terese and Arig in tow. Adem’s daughter looked resplendent in a gown of shimmering blue, sewn with white pearls in the shape of foxes along the sleeves and breasts. Jean and Terese wearing similar outfits of coats, trousers, and matching boots. Jean’s red, Terese’s dark green. Carl and Wil wore their usual Alit’aren black. Hayley wore an emerald green gown of silk that reminded Adem of the woman’s Battle Angel, Druantia. 

Wil and Hayley were still a great threat to Pendral’s life, and so far, Adem had not risked taking either of those two with him to the past to visit Pendral as a boy. He knew they would do their best to murder him. In the hope of bringing their daughter back to life in the altered timelines.

Adem had promised he would do the same if the chance arose, but from the first time he looked at Pendral as a baby in his crib—those dangerous dark eyes glowing with warmth and a latent corruption—Adem knew he could never murder his own child. So, he would be forced to break an oath to his Brother, Wil. He knew it would eventually cause a great rift between them. Hayley also would not forget his promise, but what choice did he have? 

I have to save my son!

When Terese was caught up with the details of the last encounter, she sniffed with disapproval before saying, ‘Madmen! The line of Dragon-Sword will bring this world to ruin soon enough!’

‘Have faith, Terese,’ Arig Flame-Bow replied in a soft gravelly tone. Dressed in a crimson silk robe with silver falcons etched in gold lining the neck, waist, and sleeves. His enchanted bow gleaming above his shoulder in his jewelled leather case. He looked every bit the Hero of Will. His mask was removed, to reveal tan skin and a dark moustache. Large dark eyes and hooked beak of a nose regarding his Spirit Sister with compassion. Those eyes were also that of a hardened veteran. The spark of corruption beginning to glow there also.

Eventually they would all turn mad. Terese was right about that much. Their only hope was to discover a way to heal the corruption upon teron and terael. If not, it was only a matter of time before the Jinn-Lord had his victory.

It was for this very reason that Adem had set his young son Pendral to the task of discovering a cure for the taint and the curse. Adem believed Pendral was their best hope of finding such a remedy. He had the spark of genius in him, obviously obtained from his mother’s side, and his immortal bloodline. Adem could admit that much. Adem had been a fine student as a child also, but already he noticed abilities of the mind in the young Pendral to far exceed any trait Adem could have possibly passed on genetically. His son’s skill with language and numbers were astounding even at a very young age. He had the potential to be one of the greatest scholars to ever live in this world. This made the knowledge of his fated path so much more devastating to consider. At least from the perspective of his father.

When Adem began to discuss this need for a cure with his companions, Arig spoke again to suggest, ‘What if we rescued Evolo Marzosiel from the ancient past? We could at least to try to learn his secret recipe for that miracle cure he had discovered.’

‘That was a very dangerous time for us all,’ Terese interjected. Hawklike dark eyes sparkling like rare gems as her gaze flickered about the room from one face to another, regarding each that she spoke to with the scorn of a mother who would take no nonsense from foolish children. ‘The idea has merit, but we know of Calliach’s incessant hunting of any lives we rescue from their fated demise. We would also only have that small window of opportunity from the time the cure was discovered, to whatever moment Evolo was murdered. I fear it would be far too great a risk to any of us that still live.’

Arig gave a soft sigh of submission to such advice, that was basically taken as a command. Between those two former ghosts, Terese always had the upper hand. A matter of Arig’s great respect for the woman.

With Elarja it was something different, however. Adem had noticed it the last time he was here. Over a thousand years ago. The more he saw the two of them in the same room; Adem became more and more certain that Elarja had a serious crush on Terese! The very notion was nothing other than beguiling for Adem to consider. Terese had never seemed interested in any man. At least, she had never had the time to notice any, other than for their potential to protect the life of the Daughter of Thor. Adem wondered if the woman noticed the way Elarja looked at her. The way the son of the First Nordic King’s breath caught in his throat each time he seemed ready to address her. At times he said nothing at all! Just stared like a lost lamb. Eyes that obviously saw more in Terese than Adem had ever noticed, other than her blatant immortal beauty.

The woman was hard as stone, with a heart to match! Though Adem considered that perhaps it was a matter of respect for Elarja also. He had a deep admiration for the woman that went beyond his spoken words. It was expressed in every fibre of his being towards her, no matter how much he attempted to conceal such feelings.

Bringing his thoughts back to the present, Adem suggested, ‘Let’s get something to eat. We can discuss things further over lunch, then it will be time to act on pressing matters that affect us in the present. The Jinn-Lord is moving his forces westwards. The Forsaken scouts report vast hordes moving from as far as Kerak’Otozi to the Borderlands. Tarz suspects they intend to attack the High Wall any day now.’

‘That is something that has changed then,’ Elarja said with caution. ‘At least since the Great Angels were returned from the ancient past. Upon visiting a future of ill fate before that adventure, I learnt of an attack upon the Forsaken armies on a vast scale, but that was dated more than two years from now. I dread to wonder what this could mean.’

Adem felt a wave of trepidation as he asked, ‘You think my visits to Pendral have brought the war to us earlier than expected?’

‘It seems the most likely answer to this riddle,’ Elarja replied. ‘I would like to investigate the potential futures a little more to get an idea of what we are facing. Our other option is to continue to visit your son as a young man. Try to alter these events from occurring so suddenly.’

‘There is an alternative to you visiting these futures of ill fate,’ Adem suggested, suddenly realising he had a very clever idea!

‘What are you thinking, husband?’ Jean asked. Large blue eyes burning with curiosity over the sneaky grin he knew he must be wearing.

‘The Chameleon Arches,’ Adem replied. ‘They will show us what we need to know. Past, present and hopefully future.’
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Chapter 1
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Heroes and Children

Rayne Dragon-Sword rode his dark altherin stallion. His fellow Children of Odin gathered about him in the Royal Stables of Orodhel. The horse was a gift from the gods you might say: for it was the horse he rode when he emerged from the Harp of Odin as a Hero of Will. The reportedly short time between his second death and the moment he became a Ghost Hero were without a single scrap of memory or vision for him however, as there was no sight beyond the grave. Not even for half-bloods.

Many of those Heroes that had now become solid flesh and bone were amongst his company of riders also. They prepared to form a Portal-Spell to carry them directly to Kerak’Otozi. Rayne wanted to do a little research on the current status of the Jinn-Lord and his prison. 

Rievenna rode a pale mare by his side, her eyes shining with caution as a number of Heroes and Children of Odin formed Portal-Magic large enough for the company of forty riders to pass through. Scorching heat of the East Lands washed over his face as soon as the shining wall revealed the dark magma pooled soils. Billowing black clouds lined in crimson and silver.

Shaye, Ellagon and Ragan were also part of the group. Rayne knew he would find it difficult to become separated from those three ever again. They had already lost him twice, after all. Shaye and Ellagon were dressed similarly to Rayne, all in their Alit’aren coats and trousers, brown or black leather boots. Rohjor pins attached to their high collars.

They all wore their Aldebrand cloaks. Every member of the team. Except Ragan, who always wore a dashing crimson woollen cloak. The signature style had become somewhat of a legend attributed to his name. Revered by many of the great captains and generals for his battle wits and expert strategies. 

The reason for the cloaks was that nights in the East Lands were often colder than any other part of the Free Lands. Except the snow-capped mountain peaks, although the East Land soil would often become layered with a crust of frost before the morning heat returned. There were even times when heavy snow would fall during the winter months. These conditions were such that only the Forsaken had ever learnt to adapt, over the last millennia of their aims to conquer these cursed lands.

The Portal-Spell took them close to Kerak’Otozi, within sight of the massive dark peak that fumed with smoke. Ash and magma bubbling and pouring from the tip. It was not wise to arrive too close to the mountain. Eruptions of lava flow were unpredictable. It was possible to find yourself swimming in it; if you did not take caution with where you landed.

The fumes in the air were foul from the first breath. The warriors in his team immediately formed bubbles around their skulls with clean Air flowing through it, for more comfortable and safer breathing. Such Angel-Magic could be maintained for up to a week—even while sleeping—for the calibre of wielders he had brought with him. Without draining much of their potential to do some serious damage against the demons of this region.

One thing that seemed to have changed since Elarja’s recent trips through time, were reports Rayne had received that the scale of the demon hordes had increased dramatically. More than in any futures of ill fate that the Time Strider had previously visited of this timeline, known now as the true present. Rayne did not know what to make of that, but Elarja’s theories included the possibility that bringing the ancient might of the Great Angels so far into the future, had greatly limited their Power during the entire history of Kismeria from that time up until now. This theory was concerning for everyone that had heard it, for it suggested the possibility of a total reforming of the world’s histories. Lives lost. Cities destroyed. Battles ending in total annihilation rather than victory.

There were glimpses of this shift in the timelines for any who had ever heard the tales of what had been. Combined with the schism of memories played over that first memory that were in complete conflict with the original report. The result was mind boggling, and often caused many headaches. But there was still some stability to the world. Not everything had been altered. Some things seemed to be always set in stone.

One change that suited Rayne better than most, was the presence of a greater host of Heroes of Will before the Ghost Wardens were made into flesh. Whether by some vast alteration of the histories or just some miraculous Magic of Odin, the number of Heroes had grown from a few hundred to close to five hundred. Men and women added to the Hero Chain and bound to the Great Cycle. Then, almost immediately after, they were all set free of those Chains. They had one final chance to live again, and perhaps serve the Sons and Daughter at the Ragnarök Battle.

This change of chance suited Rayne because it gave him greater leverage. His forces were in that way stronger. More reliable. It gave him hope.

‘The Jinn-Lord will send someone,’ Shaye told Rayne, sitting his grey colt beside Rievenna, ‘or something, to stop us reaching our goals as soon as He is able. We must make haste, Brother.’

‘Take a scouting party ahead to survey for any demon sign,’ Rayne commanded. Soon Shaye, Ellagon and Ragan were riding through another smaller Portal-Spell with a host of Children and Heroes close behind. 

Rayne waited anxiously for their return, but as time drifted by, he knew something was wrong. Tohka Reiden could not communicate with Shaye or Ellagon’s Battle Angels either, which confirmed Rayne’s fears even more so. Even the strength and spirit of Odin that resided in the Sword of Valour was no help in figuring out what had become of his friends. Eventually Rayne was forced to go out and search for them.

They used another Portal-Spell to move closer to the foot of Kerak’Otozi. They then rode with haste the remainder of the way, leaving their horses with a host of warriors while a chosen party began to ascend the craggy dark mountainside. It was not possible to form Portal-Magic on the slopes of the mountain. Some part of the Jinn-Lord’s Magic locked their ability out, but they could still wield to protect themselves.

Rayne and Rievenna ran swiftly to ascend, their half-blood and pure Aelfin feet carrying them with such speed and agility it would blur to the eyes of a mortal. Others that followed included veteran Children: Brealda and Hamuko. Shollian of Odin’s Return; along with the Heroes Elizel, Rocard and Breeanna. 

Each of them moved with similar speed, though for Hamuko, it was a gift to his mortal blood by birthright as an Odin Child. The thick muscled figure even taking great leaps to higher stones that were far beyond the capacity of common mortal flesh. 

Other scouts were searching the area surrounding the base of Kerak’Otozi, in hope of finding some sign of what became of their companions. Soon Rayne had climbed so high the ground below was covered by layers of floating ash, cloud, and smoke. He could see no sign of his friends. His Battle Angels still insisting they did not know what had gone wrong.

At the same time during their ascent, Rayne and his companions were using other forms of latent magic. To sense within the heart of the mountain. Trying to learn of the status of the seal on the Jinn-Lord’s prison. From what Rayne could detect, the seals were close to fracturing. The presence of the Jinn-Lord within that space was an ominous force that brought anxious loathing. Corruption of his grandfather’s curse throbbing in tune with the heartbeat of Jinn-Fendinn.

In that regard his mission was already a success. He had achieved what he came for, yet his concern for his closest companions and other allies was swelling to nervous terror. He felt Rievenna’s caution and agitation via the kigare. He knew he should flee and seek reinforcements to continue the search, when suddenly— 

A flare of crimson appeared in the sky, over ten feet above his head. Instinctively Rayne changed the direction of his leap. A red arc lanced upon the mountainside where he had been standing. Flames erupting off the side of the mountain as he fled, leaping into the sky with Odin Wings flaring from his shoulders.

He spun mid-air to glimpse a dark cloaked Hex-Warlord hovering in the sky. Rayne’s blade was unsheathed as he aimed the tip of the steel to unleash a Spear of Odin. The Hex-Warlord vanished before it struck. Glimmering blue fire streaking off into the distant horizon. Crimson flares suddenly appeared on every angle!

His companions were already on the alert. They fought back immediately, while sprinting and leaping to avoid being struck by Hellfire blasts unleashed from Shadow fists. All twelve of the Hex-Warlords were now present. Hovering in the dark clouded air surrounding Kerak’Otozi. Including the newest—but also oldest recruit due to the altered timelines—Lenk the Betrayer. Elarja’s blood brother.

Rayne fought back. Sending forth dozens of blinding beams of energy. Blue fire lancing from the tip of his blade. The first struck the shield of Torkhan. Golden goat faced mask flaring as the bolt impacted, sending the Hex-Warlord flying into the distance. It was merely from the force of which Rayne’s attack hit his shield. Still, Rayne hoped it at least hurt just a little.

His next attacks were less successful. Hex-Warlords reinforcing their Shield-Spheres to the extent that those targets he did hit were only temporarily doused in electric shocks. Angel-Magic coursing in blue bolts around a field of crimson. The hovering stance of each High-Servant barely shifted.

Rayne had faced Hex-Warlords in swordfights too many times to count, but the situation was not that desperate yet. He feared the taint of their blades as sure as death itself. There was no cure from the corruption of those blades. They brought a swift death even from the slightest cut.

But something else was happening that he could not properly describe. His mind was being blocked somehow. He knew if he could remember what it was blocked from, they might have a chance of getting out of here alive. Their only choice for now was to attempt to fight their way back to the ground level. They would not be able to open Portal-Spells until they were some distance from the mountain.

‘Defend and retreat!’ Rayne shouted to his companions, using Angel-Magic to amplify his voice. The need to alert them of a battle plan left him no other choice but this. It reminded him of what he had forgotten, something that was missing. What is it?

His companions began to fight back with renewed fury, striking at the Shield-Spells of the Hex-Warlords with all manner of Elemental Magic. Fire Pythons launched from the clouds to chomp down on glowing crimson spheres, but to no avail. Pixie Wardens blasted against the unbreakable force presented by the Hex-Warlords in showers of glimmering sparks. Winged Lions launched upon the hovering Hex-Warlords to bite and claw without result, but the Hex-Warlords were also retreating, slowly. Moving further outwards through the air and away from the mountainside. Giving Rayne and his companions at least a better chance of dodging their deadly attacks.

Some Hex-Warlord attacks had already met their mark. Rayne and his companions were also wielding Shield-Spells to the best of their ability, and although the strikes that found a target did not cause physical harm so far, Rayne knew such attacks would greatly drain his warriors of vital strength. Lowering their hopes of an escape!

Rayne still hovered beside the mountain on wings of aqua fire. Unleashing bars of blue flame at his enemies to distract them from their other targets. Even though he could have easily made his escape, he would never leave Rievenna. He also cared enough for these other brave warriors to face death a third time if necessary.

Rayne landed on the mountainside to draw enemy fire when aqua Portal-Spells opened up all around him! He glanced left and right to see Shaye, Ellagon and Ragan. Rayne was filled with overwhelming horror the moment he saw their faces! He leapt again into the sky as his closest lifelong friends raised fists to unleash Angel-Magic. Three beams of light crossing one another in red, golden, and aqua flame. Rayne spun in the air to catch a glimpse of their attempt to murder him!

He had known the moment he saw their faces. Twisted with venomous hatred. Their true spirit trapped within; grappling in a mad struggle against the new master that controlled their every move ... His friends were possessed!

The Jinn-Lord’s Magic must be extreme this close to His prison because Shaye and Ellagon were not even corrupted by the taint on teron. Their birthright provided a pure form of Angel-Magic, which meant Rayne was perhaps in even greater danger of becoming possessed. The theory was that these possession demons were more able to take control of men already half mad from the taint!

He dived and looped through the sky as his three friends hurled more blasts of teron. Ragan hurling Hellfire! He moved desperately to escape their attacks, but he would not fight back. He could not harm his friends when there was any hope of saving them from this terrible plight.

Rievenna and the other Children and Heroes were not of the same mindset. They immediately lashed out against the three possessed souls with lightning and fire. Pure incandescent bolts striking Shield-Spheres surrounding the three. Each vanished through another Portal-Spell, appearing higher up the slopes to strike back with blasts of magic that battered against the Shield-Spheres of his protectors.

Breeanna unleashed Lightning-Arrows from her Lukrorian Bow that shone like glass—garbed in a blue coat, white trousers and dark shining breastplate with the sigil of the White Tiger—striking at the Shield-Spells of the Hex-Warlords that still hovered further out in the distance. Elizel holding her crimson-and-gold metallic shield on her left forearm—gleaming breastplate marked by the Red Falcon. Dark coat and boots with grey trousers—unleashing waves of magic in the shape and colours of the shield, launching out and growing in size to smash against the Shield-Spheres of the Hex-Warlords.

Rocard leapt like a fleeting shadow. Garbed in Alit’aren black with a shining silver breastplate marked with the Blue Dragon sigil. His swords were sheathed as he unleashed blue lightning bolts from each fist. Attacking the Hex-Warlords one moment, then alternating to batter the Shield-Spells of the possessed men.

Rievenna, Brealda and Hamuko fought in similar style. The three Children continuing to summon Spirit Wardens from the earth and sky. Fire Pythons chomping down on Hex-Warlord Shield-Spells to distract their focus. Fire Lions and Pixie Wardens moved around the mountain slopes. Blasting at the Shield-Spheres of the three possessed men, as well as their other companions that were appearing in warps of Fire-and-Air-Magic. Both Children and Heroes caught by the dominating will of possession demons, entering their flesh and bones.

Rievenna unleashed golden sheet lightning and emerald Lightning-Arrows from her Lukrorian Bow. Brealda summoned Stone Javelins from above to shatter against enemy Shield-Spheres, perhaps weakening their defences. Hamuko’s Shadow Hounds charged alongside the Lions to drive the attackers into retreat.

The result was all out chaos unfolding before Rayne’s eyes. His fear for Rievenna’s safety was becoming overwhelming. He considered scooping her up and carrying her off and away from the battle. His other option was a plan that would perhaps push them to their limits.

Still there was that terrible mind block. Stopping him from comprehending perhaps the full meaning of words that had nearly entered his mind, half a dozen times or more in a matter of seconds. He grappled against the mind block feebly, sending out more blasts of blue Angel-Magic to strike against the Hex-Warlords in the sky. They seemed to be moving closer again. Their confidence was building, but Pendral was not amongst them yet. He would be the one orchestrating this ambush.

Suddenly Rayne felt something via the kigare. It was Shaye. He was fighting against his possession demon. Their linked emotions told this fact, but something more. It was almost as if words were close to being transferred to Rayne’s mind by his possessed friend. He watched Shaye halt his attacks. His face and form showed the struggle within the man’s soul. The strength of the possession demon fighting back to overpower Shaye was evident to Rayne even from his distant vantage point.

Then the words broke through, though they were not actually Shaye’s own words. At that moment, the mind block vanished. At the same time that the message was received. 

Summon your Battle Angels! 

Rayne shouted the names, ‘Tohka Reiden! Odin!’

The skies above became Elemental Magic. Bolts of incandescence struck the mountainside, and further out, all around. Might of his Battle Angels Awoken! Flame Dragons burning white coiled around the bolts. Many striking the Hex-Warlords in the sky to chomp down on Shield-Spheres with massive burning jaws. At this moment he believed they had a chance at victory. Hex-Warlords began to vanish through crimson Portal-Spells, but suddenly Shaye, Ellagon and Ragan began to dominate with renewed stamina. Hurling blasts of Hellfire and Angel-Magic at those that still fought for Rayne, and the other possessed Heroes and Children also attacked with greater speed and ferocity!

Then Rayne began to notice glowing figures appearing all around the mountainside. Fear took hold again. He realised these were many more possession spirits. This was not just an ambush. It was a trap!

The Hex-Warlords appeared again. Hovering in the sky as each reached out to try to throw a Shield-Trap over Rayne! He had been their target all along. The rest were just casualties. Pendral appeared close by Rayne. The strength of Rayne’s Battle Angels provided the only means to resist such a huge link of Jinn-Magic. Combined energies entwining Rayne in a sphere of crimson webbing that pulsed and flared like a beating heart.

Pendral’s face was unmasked. His contorted features seemed to appeal to Rayne as he shouted over the thunder. ‘Give in, Rayne Dragon-Sword! Surrender to the will of the Jinn-Lord! I promised you, the High-Jinn would spare your life, if you do this. Serve Him! Assist me to destroy this world! Perhaps even your darling Rievenna may also be spared, but no more than this. Kismeria is doomed to die, my son! You must face it!’

There was something different about Rayne’s father this time. Despite his mad expressions, he appeared earnest in his appeal. There were emotions running through his eyes that spoke of a serious change in the man. He looked like a man desperate to be loved. A man who wished for nothing more than to be joined with family. Perhaps Adem Highlander’s journeys to visit Pendral during his childhood had finally had some impact.

Bolts of Odin-Lightning struck against Pendral’s own Shield-Sphere multiple times. His father raved without a sign of even noticing the attacks. Here it seemed Pendral was too strong for words to even describe. Something had changed in the timelines. The Jinn-Lord had suddenly become far too powerful, and so too his Servants of the Shadow.

Yet whatever mad form of reasoning was behind his father’s total lack of hope and will to resist the corruption of the Shadow, his willingness to serve the Jinn-Lord was repugnant! Despicable!

Rayne felt rage swell in his soul—remembering all the unspeakable crimes his father had committed in service to the Shadow—as he launched a blazing Spear of Odin at his father’s heart. Joined with his Battle Angels to create a force that even his father could not withstand. The beam of energy struck the crimson sphere in a blast of white-hot sparks. Pendral was sent flying into the distance with a hollow wail!

At that moment, the Shield-Web surrounding Rayne also vanished. Rayne understood that Pendral had held the link of his Shadow Brothers. This moment seemed to be Rayne’s only chance of escaping this fight. He swooped upon the mountainside to land behind Rievenna. In a fighting stance: she unleashed arrows against Shaye and Ellagon. Rayne scooped her up under her armpit, lifting her legs to carry her over the threshold. Wings of Odin carried them both into the air. He flew like a bolt of lightning. Escaping the battle and the power of this cursed mountain.

In those moments that he moved from sky, to Rievenna, and then to sky again, he had caught glimpses of the remaining Heroes and Children that fought on his side. He saw clearly in those moments that possession demons had entered their flesh also. He saw them rage in a tortured battle to resist the spirit that would soon overpower them.

When he reached the foot of the mountain, he flew over the heads of those that were watching the horses. Shouting commands that they flee this place and return to Orodhel by Portal-Magic immediately. They did not throw fire at him in the sky, so he hoped they were yet untouched by possession. He would not risk landing to find himself a victim of their plight.

He flew like an arrow through the sky until he sensed his capacity for Portal-Spells reawaken. Forming one large enough for him and Rievenna. Odin and Reiden returned to his Resting Point blade. They vanished from this land in a flicker of light.
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Chapter 2
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Visions in Time

Adem stood gazing at the glowing carvings within the dark wet stone of the male Arch. The two Chameleon Arches appeared almost identical here to the ones they had entered at Nordhel, over a thousand years before. Even the chamber where they were kept looked very much the same, though the marble floor here was red-and-green tiles, each three-foot-wide with white or black veins. The walls were the same dark obsidian as the rest of the palace, and the domed ceiling was stained glass worked in images of ancient heroes and legends. The glass was said to be enchanted. It was also said that nothing would break it. Not even the might of Odin.

The glass was also multi-layered, allowing light to pour through from above. It was only the lowest layer that was decorated so extravagantly. The remaining three above were simply coloured glass, although each layer was said to be just as unbreakable. When the Chameleon Arches were created, the ancient Alit’aren and Ael Tarael did their best to keep them out of reach from their enemies.

The doors that sealed the Arches within the chamber were the same enchanted wood. Ancient crafting that was also said to be almost impossible to destroy. Even more so than the metal alloys of the Age of Chaos, which Adem understood were similar to the work of modern engineers on Earth, in terms of indestructible strength. Adem had watched the Ael Tarael and Alit’aren work together to open the massive door, where he and his wife and friends entered. It was planned beforehand that only the Sons and Daughter would enter the Arches, yet when Elarja also entered the chamber, he voiced his wishes to also be a part of this adventure.

‘What are the dangers of taking the Time Stones within the Arch?’ Terese asked with obvious concern.

‘I think the risks could be extreme,’ Elarja admitted. ‘But I would not place others in greater danger by leaving the Stones in their care while I take this test. The first time I entered an Arch to become full Alit’aren, the Time Stones were not yet created. Even if they had been, my father would not have allowed me to take them with me.’

‘Perhaps I should summon your Father, immediately!’ Terese said with a raised brow. ‘He can tell you himself that this idea is dangerous if not bordering on completely insane! You could fracture the very fabric of space and time!’

‘I see the wisdom of your words, Terese Marheildon,’ Elarja replied, ‘but this option is perhaps also safer than travelling the timelines to investigate past and future. It may be the only way I can find the answers we need to win this war.’

Adem noted the pause as Terese appeared to be swallowing a lump in her throat. She replied with bulging dark eyes, ‘I see the wisdom of your own words, Elarja RinHannen. If you must do this thing, at least allow me to join you.’

Adem began to wonder at the connection between those two with a sudden burst of intrigue. Did Terese have a thing for Elarja too?

‘It is decided then,’ Adem said to speed things up. ‘The six of us will go through, no more than this.’ Tobin, Lydia, Orion, and Elmira were also present. Along with Janeanne, Isabelle and a host of Heroes and Children. As well as Tarz and a few of his Forsaken, all of them Alit’aren and Ael Tarael. Adem believed he could see, if not also sense a yearning within the former Nordic and Torvellen rulers to also be a part of this mission. Adem and Jean would’ve immediately pointed out that then there would be no one suitable to protect their daughter.

There were no long speeches or words of formality this time. The six who would go forth began to unbuckle their swords and remove bows from their shoulder cases to spread them across the marble floor. Carl and Wil placing their obsidian spear and axe upon the tiles also. 

Adem stared at the male Arch as it began to make that familiar humming sound. Resonance of Angel-Magic filled the chamber to make the skin prickle. Once again Jean made the first step towards the female Arch, with Terese in tow. Adem took three long steps to leap into the wall of shimmering brilliance. His feet searching for a ground to land upon that no longer existed... Adem was falling. Tumbling through eternal darkness into a surging pit of molten flames that glowed like the Jinn-Lord’s soul ... Pain filled his mind. Heat seared his flesh and burnt his bones to dust ... He fell for hours ... Days ... He fell for eternity as a scorching flame melted his every fibre into a molasses of smouldering goo. He screamed for mercy. The Jinn-Lord’s laughter echoed through the air in this realm of cursed souls ... The Underworld ... He was returning to Hell!

Flash!

Adem woke to find Isabelle by his side. She was caressing his sweaty brow as if checking his temperature.

‘You are not well, my lord. You work with Angel-Magic too hard. Day and night. You must get more rest, and Healing-Magic. You need it every day!’

‘Isabelle?’ Adem asked in disbelief, looking around to see a well-furnished chamber with a roaring fire. A chill in the air assuring him it was mid-winter. ‘Where am I?’

‘You are home, darling one. With your wife and son. Pendral loves his Father so adoringly. You are the Light of his World.’

‘My son, Pendral, he is here too?’ Adem spoke the name as if it were a hidden mystery he could not unravel.

‘Yes, of course; my beloved. You have raised your son as a true father should. Teaching him love and kindness, but also honour and duty. Courage and dignity. Though your son is wicked with pride, that has always been his way, but you always do your best to teach him humility. Faith.’

It was then that Adem noticed the swelling of Isabelle’s belly, as he asked in shock, ‘Are you with child again, Isabelle?’

Isabelle laughed softly, stroking his brow once more as she replied, ‘You must be mad with fever, my love. This will be your fourth child. If it is a boy, we are to name him John. Your second and third born are also boys, Matthew, and Mark. Have you lost your memory while you dreamt?’

Adem was sickened at the thought of having betrayed his marriage to Jean so many times. A lingering part of his consciousness remembering his life with his wife and his devotion and pledges to honour and obey.

‘But I am dreaming now, aren’t I?’ Adem asked in bewilderment. Oh, God, Jean, how could you ever forgive me for this?

***
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Flash! 

Elarja stood in the shadows, watching a scene that filled him with wonder and dread. Before him sat an aged Adem Highlander. Still preserved by Angel-Magic to the extent that he did not look older than his mid-forties, with grey tinged hair and eyebrows, though his frame appeared weakened with time. His posture crooked. Elarja knew that something had gone very, very wrong.

Highlander sat in a chamber with dark obsidian floors. A black marble fireplace crackled and fumed with rising smoke. The scene was pleasant, but still wrong. His son Pendral was also present, standing by the flames of the fireplace in a green velvet robe that was predictably dark. Highlander was in Alit’aren black, though the Alit’aren in him was nearly burnt out from centuries spent idle in his chair. Elarja knew this on sight. It filled him with terror to witness it.

Isabelle entered the chamber, also looking older even for a pure blood immortal, half Ruhalden, half Nordic. There was grey at her temples also, and slight crinkles around her large dark eyes that suggested she had lived close to a thousand years without her fated death, or her rescue from that fate. Elarja saw a family here. One that was evidently content to sit by as the world crumbled around them. They would do nothing but love one another, content simply to have one another.

Elarja knew that would not be entirely true of Adem Highlander and Pendral Dragon-Sword. He knew they would’ve fought countless battles in this altered timeline, opposing the Jinn-Lord and his demon forces, yet something had changed all of that. Old age and a change of heart perhaps? That much was at least evident in Highlander. Elarja’s heart was beating rapidly in his chest as a constricting pain seemed to be crushing his lungs. Deep fear was taking hold. He began to understand that this was a possible past. Or future past, if Elarja ever had difficulties returning to collect Highlander from one of his visits to Pendral during his childhood. 

What he saw was the result of Highlander spending the next thousand years of the Age of Chaos, living as a father to Pendral, and apparently also as husband or lover to Isabelle. The woman glided towards Adem to sit upon his lap and stroke his hair as she placed adoring kisses upon his cheeks and then lips! Apparently, Highlander’s resistance of the woman had not withstood the test of time.

But it was Pendral that intrigued Elarja the most, as he stood watching these three from shadows that seemed to be separate from the room itself. Two dimensions spliced together where Elarja could view the scene without being noticed by those he watched, and in Pendral Dragon-Sword’s face he saw not only the brooding Sickness of the taint upon teron, but also the deep love and admiration Pendral felt for his father, Adem Highlander, a man who had become withered and faded from the proud and defiant figure Elarja had placed so much faith in.

Elarja still had not viewed Highlander’s face properly, but the expression he caught from the side view suggested the man was also deeply enamoured with Isabelle, and very much the proud father of his son, Pendral. To the point that Elarja became fascinated with what he saw. He wondered how Highlander could have let go of all of those principles that he had stood for before he became trapped in this alternate past. Love for his wife Jean, first and foremost. Dedication to his legitimate daughter, Janeanne, as well as his mission to try to win over Pendral, or destroy him!

It seemed Adem’s love for his son had won over. The result was a sickening sight of a ruined hero, a doting mistress, and a madman son who would destroy the world without his father to oppose him. Elarja wanted to scream in terror and outrage at what he was seeing, knowing again that this was the risk he was taking each time he allowed Highlander to visit Pendral as a boy. He realised the risk was too great, for if the Time Stones began to malfunction again, and Highlander became trapped in the past, this might be a very merry example of what fate may deliver.

But it was more than this. Elarja realised that in this altered version of the past, Pendral perhaps had never fathered Rayne, and so their recent mission to return the Great Angel Magic of the ancient world to the true present would be wiped from the timelines if this vision were to become a reality! That thought was perhaps the most horrifying yet.

*** 
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Flash!

Wil stood on the precipice of a tower balcony. On his tiptoes with axe of dark glass balancing his form, from a drop of over a thousand feet. Pendral stood within the balcony doorway, after fighting Wil throughout the palace of Korhad, though Wil fought back with the rage of near madness. Desperate to avenge the death of his daughter!

‘You are a madman, Pendral!’ Wil shouted defiantly, knowing he was in no position to make threats. ‘I will destroy you eventually. It is only a matter of time before I learn your weakness.’

‘I know your weakness, Wil Martyr,’ Pendral replied with wicked vehemence. ‘Your rage is what drives you to the edge of sanity. It is my purpose to push you beyond such limits.’ Then with a gesture Pendral unleashed a wave of Shadow Flame, launched at Wil’s form as he leapt to try to dodge the blast. He managed to jump high enough to reach onto a ledge higher above the balcony, using his Wood Kin strength to lift his body to a perched position.

But Pendral quickly hovered out into the sky beyond the tower, striking again with another blast that sent Wil hurtling to his death! Somehow Wil knew this was not the first time he had faced Pendral and died trying. It seemed to memory that it had occurred a hundred times or more, and for some reason, he knew it would never end!

The oddest phenomenon for Wil was not his recurring visions, however. It was that each time he died; he saw nothing of the world beyond the grave. Each time he was reborn to fight another battle, and each time he faced Pendral, he died knowing his efforts were futile. Adem Highlander had his purgatory, or hell, just as Carl Wilder was always assured, he would walk in the Fields of Light in the Heavens, but for Wil there was no afterlife. He began to wonder whether life beyond death even existed for those that were reluctant to believe or have faith. Were they simply reborn time and again? If so, it seemed these visions of death would certainly last for an eternity or more.

*** 
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Finally, Highlander spoke. Elarja could not have prepared himself for the words he heard. Adem’s voice was reeking of corruption, and when his aged and withered frame stood to glance about the room—as if for that moment sensing Elarja’s presence as he watched the vision—Elarja saw the horrid twisted scowl upon the face of the Blue Water Dragon. The taint having affected the man so long he eventually could not resist the Jinn-Lord’s allure.

Highlander peered about in agitation for a moment; then he turned to Pendral to ask, ‘Have you moved our forces into position?’

Pendral kept his back turned, facing the fire, as he spoke in a voice evenly corrupted, to reply, ‘The demon army is ready, Father. With the Hex-Warlords and what Battle Angels we have joined to our cause, we will crush the enemy within days.’

It was only then that Elarja understood the tension in Isabelle’s eyes, as he realised that she too was taken by Jinn-Fendinn’s manipulations. The three of them were now servants of the Great Enemy. Highlander’s illegitimate family of cursed and corrupted souls.

‘What of Orion and Tobin and their wives?’ Adem asked with a rasping tone, his vexation clear in the way he pronounced their names.

‘All dead, Father.’

‘Good!’ Adem replied with wicked vehemence. ‘What of Elarja RinHannen?’

‘He has escaped us again. That one will be difficult to defeat.’ Elarja clearly sensed submission in Pendral’s tone, even fear of his father’s wrath.

‘Yet defeat him we must!’ Highlander nearly spat the words. ‘Elarja is what ultimately stands between us and our goals. He must be found! He must be destroyed!’

‘The Sons and Daughter are our greatest opposition, Father. Are they not?’

‘Leave Jean, Carl and Wil to me,’ Highlander was giddy with bloodlust as he spoke those names. ‘Just find Elarja and take him down! I will not permit further failure.’ Yes, Adem clearly had the upper hand over Pendral, but for what reason? What great power had Highlander learnt to force his son to heel in such a manner?

***
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Rayne waited anxiously before the Arch for the Sons and Daughter to return to him. Tobin, Orion, Lydia, and Elmira also waiting with signs of unease, as the Arch began to smoke. Fumes rushed up into the chamber ceiling. Janeanne also watched with caution and distress. 

Rievenna tugged at Rayne’s coat sleeve; large blue eyes shining with a yearning for the Saviours to return, and Elarja also, so that they could tell of their mission at Kerak’Otozi and warn them of the danger that was sure to follow soon after.

There was something seriously wrong with the Arches. Evident by the fumes and smoke that wafted from each. Nothing like this had ever happened before. Rayne wondered at the possibility that Elarja taking the Time Stones into the male Arch might be the reason for it.

He tried to remain calm, but soon the former Kings and Queens were also voicing their concerns that all of space and time could be in danger of being torn apart. Evidenced by this unbalance of nature.

A fierce roar of thunder filled the night sky. The floor began to bubble and pool around their feet like thick sludge. The walls seemed to be melting under the pressure of this unbalance. The air became thick like water, yet both their surroundings and their own bodies began to flicker with a dull transparency. He sensed within himself that his bones were becoming liquified. Air. Then solid once more. Flicker! Flash! Flare! Altering the very make up of his being. He feared the risks of going in there to try to rescue them to be far too great. So, they waited. As the world began to fall down around them. Their hearts, minds, and souls in danger of vanishing into nothing.

*** 
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Orion and Tobin already had their blades unsheathed, though the steel faded from things of substance to purely air in time with Orion’s breathing. The fabric of space was being torn apart. He knew this was not only a perfect opportunity for the Hex-Warlords to strike, they would also likely attack just to try to halt this destruction of Kismeria from taking place, as perhaps even the Jinn-Lord would be at threat by this fracturing of reality.

The attack came soon enough—only moments after Terese appeared from the female Arch, staring about in horror after reaching for her blue-white sword of light—as Janeanne was surrounded by Orion, Tobin, Lydia, and Elmira. Hayley moved to join Rayne and Rievenna’s circle of defence. Rayne’s blade glowed burning blue, perhaps the only thing of substance that remained in the chamber. Pendral and four other Hex-Warlords appeared in a warp of space. Crimson flares revealing their dark cloaked forms. Hovering high up in the chamber as they unleashed waves of Hellfire upon their victims.

Shield-Spells of teron and terael protected the two groups. Orion and Tobin struck back with Hail of Blue Blades. Lightning forking from inside the dome ceiling. The storm raged in the skies above. Seen clearly through the transparent dome as a frenzy of blue bolts coursing like the blood of Odin’s veins. The storm had increased dramatically the moment the Hex-Warlords appeared—as Rayne had summoned his Battle Angels the moment before they arrived, obviously prepared this time to avoid that powerful mind block—and three more dark cloaked figures appeared moments after. Shaye, Ellagon and Ragan staring with the corrupted visage of possessed souls!

Lydia and Elmira also wielded Angel-Magic to unleash Flame Leopards against the three newcomers, who stood on the marble flooring. Each unleashing torrents of Angel-Magic to strike against the two Arches that responded with crackling bolts of flame. Torrents of smoke poured from the glowing surfaces. 

The three possessed men were assaulted with blasts of lightning and bars of hot flame, but their Shield-Spheres held off the attacks. Orion wondered if it was even justified to murder these victims of possession demons. Rayne would certainly not want to kill his best friends, and Orion and Tobin were also close companions of the three men. But the Sons and Daughter were at threat here. The situation was desperate!

Tohka Reiden and Odin appeared within the chamber, the two Battle Angels compacting their forms to each stand only ten feet high. Odin in burnished plated silver armour over black coat and trousers. Crimson burning boots and gauntlets. He struck a blow against Pendral and three of his Hex-Warlords. Lightning flared from Odin’s open palms to strike Jinn-Shields and send his victims flying off through space. Walls were now of no substance capable of halting their trajectory. 

Tohka Reiden stood in burning white coat and trousers. Shield of aqua lightning on his left arm, as he wielded blue bolts that pulverised Shaye, Ellagon and Ragan’s Shield-Spheres. Their possession demons took flight with their hosts the moment their defences flickered. 

Odin and Tohka Reiden then sent bolts of blue flame that surrounded the last Hex-Warlord. Torkhan hovered in a dome of liquid lightning as he struggled to break free from their grasp, but eventually the growing lack of consistency in the room—and possibly the universe—allowed their captive to escape in a crimson flare.

‘They will be back!’ Orion shouted to them over the roar of thunder. ‘Hayley, summon Druantia! We must protect the Arches!’

***
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Jean lived a hundred thousand futures inside this realm of infinite possibility. Watching the mad and evil Alit’aren and Ael Tarael bring about destruction to the people of Kismeria. A rampage of bloodlust that would be known as the Age of Ruin.

Jean saw battle after battle. Devastation and bloodshed. Heartbreaking scenes that washed over her senses time and again, and each time she felt the shaming acknowledgement that she was ultimately helpless to resist the flood of carnage that would sweep the Free Lands into oblivion.

She assembled great rulers, kings, queens, lords, and ladies, and they brought their armies in force to meet the enemies that were once the hope of Kismeria, but they were now changed beyond recovery. Insane with the foul corruption upon teron and terael. Each time she watched her armies smashed by Angel-Magic and Jinn-Magic, unleashed against her warriors with such vehemence, she too soon became quite ill. Not only from the effects upon female Angel-Magic, but she also could not resist the horrors of what she was forced to witness. It left its permanent scars upon her psyche.

Finally, the answer was clear to her, in what remained of her true consciousness that battled through each vision. She would have to reassemble the finest Druid-Chemists across the Free Lands, and ensure their cooperative efforts resulted in finding a cure for the taint and the curse. It was their only hope of survival, let alone a victory over the Jinn-Lord at the Ragnarök Battle.

The visions changed then, and she saw the faces of many of those great minds, working their talents to create medicinal potions, never deterred in their aims to discover a new miracle cure. She saw that it would take them time to perfect, but there were some visions that suggested they would succeed before it was too late.

The visions changed again, and Jean saw many things about her future. Some shocking to behold. Others were a salvation to her soul. She knew she must never utter a word of what she witnessed to another living person as long as they remained in Kismeria. It was forbidden, though she would gladly lay her soul bare to anyone that would listen. If she could impart such knowledge for the better of mankind, but also just to relieve her own mind of the burdens she was yet to know.

The last thing she saw was a world saved by a cure for madness and corruption, Kismeria restored to order and prosperity by the wondrous effects of potions similar to medications of the kind Adem used on Earth. It was inspiring to see the world returned to health, but she also felt there that Angel-Magic had also been purified! It was the ultimate revelation, a chance that the damage could be undone. 

But how could this thing ever be achieved? 

That was one answer she did not receive, but soon she felt herself drifting from this world, as she also sensed the fabric of these worlds was being shredded like paper under sharp claws. In her mind she prayed to the Great Angels that they would bring her back to finish her work.

*** 
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Adem was released from the Arch to find that he was standing in a scene of utter chaos. The very walls seeming to shimmer with a glow of insubstantiality. He reached for his sword, handed to him by Orion, as he glanced about to gather an all-encompassing understanding of the situation.

Rayne was there, with Odin and Tohka Reiden unleashed. Wielding blue lightning from their fists. Striking at the Hex-Warlords and Hex-Keepers that continued to appear in flashes of crimson, their dark cloaked forms hovering in the air or appearing on the floor that was also flickering in and out of reality.

But the sight that drove fear and loathing into Adem’s heart, was witnessing Rayne’s closest friends, Shaye, Ellagon and Ragan appearing to strike at Rayne and the other defenders with bars of glowing magic! Adem understood instantly that these three men were indeed under the control of possession demons. There was no other explanation for it.
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