Chapter One: In Space, No-one Can Hear You Jam A Flag Pole In An Uninhabited Ice Planet





	The reverse thrust of the ‘Discovery VIII’ sputtered into life as its crew ungainly landed the craft onto a patch of unobtrusive looking ice. On checking the many computers for the vast array of maps, co-ordinates, climate information and the game of bridge he was currently beating the co-pilot at, commanding officer Y (simply ‘Y’ to his friends) cleverly deduced that this was indeed the ice planet they were looking for, and set about supervising the ejection of a scout robot to survey the surroundings. It immediately scuttled off in the direction of what could only be described as a distress beacon.


	“Are you sure this is the right place?” officer Z asked. Officer AA laughed heartily in that way only aliens ever can,


“Of course it is. Co-ordinates match, climate details match..”


“What if there are survivors?” Z quivered, not from fear of attack, but more to do with the fear of not being able to speak their language and having to endure the humiliation of the two parties asking each other the way to the ‘Tourist Information’ centre in rather loud voices. 


	AA dismissed Z’s fears,


“Not a chance,” she replied, and pointed a slender yellow finger at the interstellar map on the computer screen she was currently occupying.


“See those two bloody great dark red blobs?” she asked. Z nodded his consent, and she continued her explanation,


“They’re dead stars. Obviously, there is no light source for this planet any more. Even cockroaches couldn’t survive a lack of light and heat.”


Z looked to have understood, but AA felt the need to prove her point further,


“Plus, if I superimpose the starcharts from five million years ago-“ an image of two ordinary suns with three planets orbiting them appeared- “You will see that the only other planets in this system we could have mistaken for this one have been swallowed by the two suns’ deterioration into red giants. Face it, Z,” she cooed sarcastically, “This is Blessing.”


	To be absolutely frank, it was indeed a blessing that ‘Discoverer VIII’ had ever found the ice planet. Seven spacecraft had travelled before it, and not one had returned. Having christened their first ship ‘Discoverer Alpha’, the powers that be at Intergalactic Aeronautics had decided, after losing radio contact with the first ship on its maiden voyage, to continue naming their ships from that point on. (Similar to the powers that be on Earth, they like to get the really important details such as the spaceship’s name right first before worrying too much about how space worthy their craft might be.) Unfortunately, after Officer I accidentally left it in reverse, and consequently blew up ‘Discoverer Delta’ on take off, Intergalactic Aeronautics realized that nobody could remember what came after ‘Delta’ in the Greek alphabet. Giving it up as a bad idea, they reverted to Roman numerals for the remaining ships. 


Trivial and pointless this information might seem, but it does give a clear indication as to the perilous nature of the mission as well as the stupidity of the seven crews preceding officers Y, Z and AA.


The scout had returned. Y, who had long since ceased to wonder about the inexplicable homing beacon, clambered efficiently into his spacesuit and retrieved the wandering buggy. Taking the jump leads from the ‘emergency breakdown’ case, he stripped the wiring and hooked the scout up to the main computer.


“Interesting,” AA mused, as the cornucopia of machine code spilled across the screen. Z nodded his agreement.


When the information was processed, Y couldn’t believe his three eyes,


“That’s impossible,” he frowned, staring at the information translated from the log books of Blessing collated by the scout, “Flesh cannot be mutated into stone, then returned to its original state. It just doesn’t happen,” he muttered to himself.


	The logbooks of Blessing turned out to be just that. As Earthlings bury time capsules in order for future generations to learn of their past, so the inhabitants of Blessing kept meticulous records, marked by the various homing beacons that scattered the surface of the planet. Presumably, the idea behind this was to spare the denizens the humiliation of having their corpses exhumed by their descendents, who would go on to stick pins and plasticine over their skeletons in order to obtain an idea of what their ancestors looked like. The people of Blessing decided they preferred pictures and stories to pick axes and storage cabinets when it came to research.


	“Computer,” Z ordered, “Re-examine that last manuscript. The computer started to obey his commands. It would have finished obeying them too, had officer AA not interrupted.


“The last manuscript? You mean the holy book of Blessing?” she asked. Y shook his head,


“We don’t know if it is yet, we can’t understand a word of it at the moment,” he sighed, gazing blankly at the scrawled characters that had been vomited over his screen ten minutes ago. At least vomit might have been slightly more legible to him, he thought, absently. Turning to the computer, he rephrased Z’s request.


“Continue the investigation,” he instructed, as the inhospitable ice winds howled mournfully outside, “Pay special attention to one word,” he continued, pausing for effect. “Magica,” he finished. 


	Officer AA glanced at him through one of her swivelling eyes, palpably unimpressed by her commanding officer’s sense of the dramatic,


“Why ‘Magica’?” she asked. Z turned to face her,


“Because,” he replied, “It’s bound to tell us a lot more than the words ‘SPITCD020’ ever could.”






































Chapter Two: Things To Do In Blessing When You’re Second In Command To The Grand Duke Of Hell (Or Prince Phillip, As He Is Known In The UK)





	Preparing for any battle is tough. It’s either going to be a monstrous, well executed but noble battle with an army of thousands, armed to the teeth with enough fire- power to remove the entire continent of Africa from the ocean, or one of those ‘Guerilla Warfare’ projects, with several, well camouflaged army members armed to the teeth with enough fire- power to remove the entire continent of Africa from the ocean.


	Or, as in the case of the aptly named Shadowcast, it would be a deadly combination of the two, with the nobility of the former surgically removed with a fish knife. Imagine if you will, a powerful army of several hundred, armed to the teeth with magic and machine guns, coupled with the element of surprise. The element of surprise was important, for their quarry was busy preparing for the almost holy global celebration of the book of ‘Magica’ and the Wizards deemed wise enough to extol it’s virtuous spells for good. The streets were lined with banners and bunting, children were forced into their Sunday best, which usually comprised of itchy linen made into miniature replica sailor suits, or summer dresses of a similar design. These outfits served no other purpose than embarrassment for the child when they reached fifteen and were threatened with the public airing of any photographs of said child in said costume. Forget street parties, these were country parties. The entire population of the planet Blessing would be involved in one of these gatherings, paying homage to their good fortune, wise leaders and everlasting peace in blissful ignorance of the ultimate irony of their worship. 


This preoccupation of Blessing’s Wizards meant the power of ‘Magica’ could not be harnessed in time. The masses of Shadowcast’s loyal army would be upon the population by then.


	See, nothing to this global domination lark when you thought about it. Shadowcast had certainly contemplated the situation time and time again. The Wizards couldn’t group together quickly enough to save even a canapés, plus the citizens of Blessing would be much weakened by the ludicrous quantities of alcoholic beverages they would consume throughout the celebrations. Much like on Earth, Shadowcast thought with a pensive sigh, the dominant species of this planet would celebrate the posting of an electricity bill if they could incorporate a piss- up into the proceedings.


	The odds were in his favour, Shadowcast thought, but he was still concerned. The Grand Duke of Hell, or Astoroth to his friends (bearing in mind the palpable nature of one with the title The Grand Duke of Hell, to him a friend was simply somebody he hadn’t tortured unspeakably yet.) would want everything to be perfect for his unholy arrival. Still, there would be no arrival if Shadowcast didn’t succeed in capturing Blessing and the book of ‘Magica’. Red-hot pokers and sphincteral orifices would be closer to the order of the day if he failed.


	Not that battling a planet of people in the ‘happy’ stage of drunkenness had proven to be too difficult. To the denizens credit though, they quickly moved into ‘aggressive’ drunk and broke a fair few noses of the vast armies of Evilsyde, as Shadowcast had wittily christened them. But, to the evil priest’s glee, not even the ample supply of swords, shields and ‘Newcastle Brown Ale’ bottles were a match for his evil empire.


	The inhabitants of Blessing had been imprisoned and the sacred grounds of  ‘Magica’ had been captured. The people who refused to renounce their gods and kow- tow to their newly appointed master were imprisoned, their sole purpose being to assimilate their souls into one powerful collective not dissimilar to the National Grid. Their bodies would be transmuted into stone, a grim reminder of the level of power Evilsyde had obtained. When this level was high enough there would be no need for the book of ‘Magica’ and it’s strength. It would be destroyed along with its followers.


	Shadowcast smiled wickedly at this thought, which, being the generally evil creature about town that he was, meant he just smiled more wickedly than usual.


	This warping of his facial features suddenly transformed itself into a nasty, almost painful scowl, not dissimilar to that of a Doberman who had chewed a mouthful of wasps. Shadowcast had remembered that there was still one person he had yet to defeat in order to gain total domination. He was a powerful adversary, one who had isolated himself from the rest of the congregation, and so had been undetected by Evilsyde. By now though, Shadowcast grinned to himself, he had the means to destroy his nemesis for good. Preferably without either of them even having to come face to face, he thought, as he thumbed casually through the pages of ‘Magica’, until he hit upon precisely what he was looking for.


	Shadowcast laughed the archetypal triumphant laugh of evil, booming and excessive. When he calmed down, about six and a half minutes later, he though over the successful execution of his plan. His prisoners would be the sole key to his power. Sole, soul…get it?


	‘Soul...’ he sniggered at this use of homophones that was painfully devoid of any comic qualities. For, despite being a truly evil and now powerful master of Blessing and its people, he still shared the same penchant for truly appalling puns as all other evil rulers before him. 


He had to be stopped.






























































Chapter Three: When A Cheese And Pickle Sandwich Before Bedtime Is A Very Bad Idea.





	Eriel woke up with a start. After muddling through the cloudy disorientation that was post sleep, he realised that it was still the middle of the night, mostly due to his inability to see anything without the aid of a ‘Spiracle of Light’ spell.


	After casting this spell, which, as any Wizard could tell you, is fairly difficult when you are still half-asleep, he held the trebling ball of ice blue fire in his damp palms and surveyed the room. 


	Everything was normal.


	Eriel rubbed his eyes with the hand he had managed to free from the fiery light and almost instantaneously, his face took on the expression f one who was expecting to see a heard of elephants charge out of his bathroom mirror. Nothing had changed, even down to the lone swan feather hanging familiarly from a hook in the far wall- a last reminder of the previous week’s meditations. Even the one half of a pressed violet lay in its case just as it had the day before- his only reminder of the life he had given up for good.


	He shuddered. Meditation, he recalled, had been frustratingly out of his reach for the past few days.


	Running his free hand down his face, he flicked enough liquid from his skin to waterlog a third of the rainforest. Except this liquid was sweat. As Eriel was certain that Wizards, no matter what age, didn’t go through the menopause (with the exception of Second Master Purseil- but that was a very rare occurrence), much less experience any of its side effects, he knew in his heart of hearts, it could only be one thing. 


	He felt so guilty, betraying his God like this. Yet, despite his seemingly unwavering convictions for his religion, every night for the past week he had been haunted by his dreams. Every night, he was plagued with sinful, unholy visions. Only Tuesday, he had experienced the nightmarish visions of Satan appearing before him, in the guise of Father Christmas. This jolly looking flesh embodiment of evil had promised him the world, if only he followed him. Eriel had been strong, and resisted Satan and his red, fur trimmed coat. It was then that Satan turned wrathful, and threatened Eriel with the destruction of his very soul and an eternity of Purgatory if he refused to relent. In his heart of hearts, Eriel knew he could never surrender. That was when he had woken up with a jolt, along with the same drenching of his nightshirt he had experienced this very night. 


	Eriel coughed with embarrassment at the memory of his nightmare, and surprised himself as to how much the floorboards reverberated in the silence. Funny how thing that seem so potent at the time gradually lose their significance. Soon, Eriel thought, he could push the entire scene from his memory, and sleep in peace once more.


	But not tonight, it seemed. For tonight his dreams had been occupied with the one part of his past he could not forget so easily. Annica, the only true love he had outside of duty, had appeared before him. She was saddened, and it was all his fault. Eriel knew she was aware that he had willingly forsaken her for his love of magic and its faith. He dared not discover how she had reacted- it was far too painful a memory to relive over and over. Yet that was precisely what his tortured brain had been doing this night. Short of a double lobotomy, there was little Eriel could have done to stop it. He had awoken from the agonising, disjointed visions feeling intense guilt, shame and desire a mix of emotions he had yet to experience outside of his adolescence, where he had been caught by his mother with a copy of ‘Playmage’ hidden under his bed. 


	Desperately, under the brief feeling that something was badly wrong, Eriel flicked through a copy of White’s Mystical Dictionary, praying the symptoms of his nocturnal meanderings didn’t match what he dreaded they would. He found what he was looking for on page MXI:





	Symptoms- Night sweats, Insomnia, Rash on neck (not always present), Visitations of Satan/ lesser demon, Hallucinations involving burning crucifixes, seraphic beings or patients own agonising death


	Possible Causes: Heating on too high, Excess consumption of Phaleas Root, Warlock influenza, Fever dreams brought about by evil nemesis controlling your subconscious thoughts.





	Well, Eriel didn’t use the log fire much in the spring, nor did he consume Phaleas Root as part of a balanced diet. He had been inoculated against Warlock ‘Flu at the age of eight- he still had the puckering scar on his left arm to prove it, so that left only one thing. 		 


	Oh dear.


	Shadowcast must be up to something. Eriel knew it had to be Shadowcast, for he only had one arch enemy- certainly only one who was dyslexic. He must be up to something pretty nefarious if he had gone to the trouble of infecting Eriel’s mind. Eriel felt his heart sink into the pit of his stomach, dislodging his gastric juices and forcing them up into his oesophageus. He swallowed hard, and the nausea passed. The terrible thought, however, didn’t. Throughout all his mediation, all his prayer and worship to God, he had neglected the kingdom and his duties. Complacency, according to the Bible, isn’t the root of all evil, but Eriel was fast discovering it hardly prevented it.


	He grasped the crystal ball off the shelf opposite him and set it out on his old oak table. Stretching his fingers out, each one accompanied by the cracking sound of joints flailing about within his muscle tissue, he carefully whispered the incantation for a scrying spell, prescribed specifically so that Eriel could discover exactly what the hell was going on.


	After about twenty precious minutes, he discovered precisely what his old nemesis Shadowcast was up to. The relief that he had resisted temptation was dampened by the awful realization of what his nemesis had in store for Blessing. 


	Eriel looked at his sundial. As there was no sunlight visible, he had no idea what time it was. All he knew, s e dressed, buckled up his leather boots and pulled his large cloak over his shoulders, was tat there was simply no time like the present. He was gong to do what he ought to have done years ago.


	He was going to retrieve ‘Magica’ 

















Chapter Four: If Your Plan To Save The World Seems To Be Going Swimmingly- Panic





Nothing had changed in the forest, Eriel noticed, as a red squirrel bounded furtively across his path, staring maniacally at the large tawny owl perched authoritatively upon a nearby branch. Nature was taking its course steadily enough- Shadowcast had obviously realized that humans were the only creatures with souls compatible enough to power the pseudo- magic of Evilsyde. In short, human assimilation provided Shadowcast with the Duracell battery of the ethereal kingdom.


	This hypothesis was compounded by the sight of the urbanized area of Blessing. Eriel stepped from the peace and tranquility of the surrounding forests to a desecrated, barren stone jungle. 


Nobody was left.


As Eriel broke into a run, hammering on doors and avoiding broken ale caskets, he heard nothing. Not the cry of a child or the drunken lilts of ‘Show Me the Way to Go Home’ from any late night revellers. Not a footstep, nor a snore. Not even the splattering of vomit from young men unable to handle 0.21 mg of alcohol in their bloodstream.


	Eriel shuddered, and clutched at his cloak more tightly, guarding against the chill he could feel gnawing at his bones, despite the sultry temperatures of the night.


	No- one had been spared. Shadowcast had taken them all.


	Fear and loathing clogged up inside Eriel’s throat, making breathing a task that took twice as long as usual. He took in his surroundings with a sense of dread, remembering the images from his holy book.


“My Lord,” he thought, pensively, “This is like the final chapter- the Armageddon of mankind’s own doing.”


	At this point a lone cockroach scuttled nonchalantly across the toecap of his left boot, further demonstrating exactly how correct Eriel was. No fires, no bombs, not even chemical warfare could cause this- it was down to Shadowcast alone.


	Eriel knew what he had to do. The sacred grounds of 'Magica’ were, conveniently, only a few miles from the deserted town in which he stood. He had to keep walking, for time was of the essence, but as for his ingenious plan, he knew not what to do. At present, the ubiquitous ingenious plan was to keep trekking towards he sacred grounds and hope feverously that a brainwave cropped up in the meantime.


	Guilt bore into the back of is head, or it might have been a poisonous spider that had descended from the woods in which he had been walking. Either way, it was piercing his bold resolve. He had let his people down, for as a wizard Eriel ranked in Blessing’s society as a priest. A warrior priest at that, as he had fought in many a Wizard’s Duel- the result of which had left him with a remarkable mental stamina. He had little anger as a result; his mind was full only of his faith. For that reason alone, he should have been prepared.


	He had no space within either of the hemispheres of his brain for love either. Perhaps that had been his problem all along...


	Eriel pushed his maudlin mental raving to the back of his mind as he approached the icy plinths of granite rock that characterised the holy grounds- the home of the book of ‘Magica’.


	No matter how many times Eriel visited this place- and he had been here for increasingly lengthy durations throughout the seventeen years he had devoted himself to the cause, he never ceased to be amazed by the unutterable beauty of the crystal like frigidity of ‘Magica’s surrounding landscape. Majestic hills and dales were covered in ice and snow, creating the appearance of a glass mountainscape, the elements having gouged deer lacerations into their stone, further highlighting the ethereal look of the landscape.


The beauty of the land around him, even the blue frosted blades of grass swathing his feet, was clouded by Eriel’s realization that the area was now teeming with guards. At a wild guess, Shadowcast had predicted his arrival. It certainly proved the conclusion Eriel had come to long ago- that guards were, indeed, like buses- in that they turn up when you least expect them, or least desire them. He looked across the landscape, gazing intently at the whitish rock that ploughed its way through the greenery, leading the traveller to the holiest of works ever to be found on Blessing. 


	He had to follow the marble path that led to the Book; there was no way around that. Eriel hid behind a nearby tree, studying the guard who was poised, ready for action, at the start of the stone steps which led to that crucial walkway. How could he distract him?


	The guard was big- naturally, as the prominent nose, twisted grin, weathered features and hooded, lashless eyes indicated to even a city dweller the appearance of a troll. This, Eriel decided, was a big troll, as far as trolls go. Standing a little over eight foot and appearing to have consumed food supplements at such a rate that you could open him up and give twelve miners a job for life, he wasn’t the kind of guy you’d like to pick a fight with. He even had a friend, for the gods’ sake! He was a more diminutive seven foot two inches, but still of Goliath proportions. Eriel had never been a David, nor did he carry a catapult in his trouser pocket, so he knew he’d have to improvise.


	His ‘Concealment’ spells would probably let him pass the guards undetected. The only problem would be choosing the right one. Eriel remembered with a little fondness, how, as a young, callow wizard, he had once tried to surprise Annica by conducting a similar spell, only for the perceptive damsel to take him gently by one of his branches and quietly explain that trees didn’t generally uproot themselves and wander around ‘Cliffside Road’, nor were they three foot seven with blue leaves. Youth, he decided, was definitely wasted upon the young.


	Now older, and certainly wiser, Eriel instead chose to conceal himself by way of distracting the guards with what is known as the ‘Oh, Take A Look At Those Nice Curtains, Angus Dear’ spell amongst the wizard community. It was simply a case of infiltrating the minds of the guards he passed, causing them to inexplicably desire a cup of tea, decide they really ought to take up needlecraft as an inexpensive hobby, or alleviate themselves.. The possibilities were endless, really.


	In his concentration, Eriel couldn’t remember which distraction spell he eventually decided upon. He was, however, certain that a toilet break for a troll guard would mean urinating up one of the nearby holy statues in archetypal secular fashion, thus swiftly eliminating the latter example of his spell.


	Not that it mattered. Here he was, the tomb- like walls of the cave shielding him from the elements. A ‘Spiracle Of Fire’ glowed brightly in is left hand, and the book of ‘Magica’ stood before him, sitting grandly in its cold stone plinth as a king in his throne. He had succeeded. ‘Magica’ was safe. All he had to do was…


	“Halt! Raise your hands, vagabond!” one guard of about seven boomed, prodding Eriel with a sharp spear to punish him for his slow reflexes. . The altercation caused a slight shower of blood to seep through Eriel’s tunic. He knew precisely what was running through his mind at this precise moment- it rhymed with ‘low, ducking shell’


	 Before Eriel could protest, the Book was wrenched from his grasp and unceremoniously thrown to the floor. A calloused hand covered his face and pushed a cloth into his mouth and nose. What it contained, Eriel didn’t have much chance to consider. Oil of cloves? Chloroform? Cyanide?


	The guards hauled his limp frame across their shoulders. Eriel heard vague voices- “…we used it, Frank, because the master wants him alive… no, I don’t know why either- must be one of those bizarre wishes of slightly psychotic dictators wanting to see their arch enemies die in horrible, audacious traps that allow them just enough time to escape… erm, I’ll have an orange one please, Terry, just pop it in my mouth for me please, I’ve got my arms full… bloody hell, he ain’t half heavy…”


	The fog closing in around Eriel’s faculties engulfed him, his world turned black. The last thing he remembered was, clear as the crystal around him, the page of ‘Magica’ that stared him in the ace just before he was gassed unconscious. He could even recall everything written on it, thanks to those Wizard’s Duels that ad kept his mind in such excellent shape.


	The page was entitled ‘The spell of Restoration’



















































































Chapter Five: After Reading This, You’ll Never Look At The ‘Venus Di- Milo’ In Quite The Same Light





	Shackled to Frank, Eriel staggered in the general direction of his captor, looking blearily around at his surroundings with groggy horror. 


“Where am I? He gasped, still disorientated and weakened from his intimate introduction to neat chloroform. Frank simply shrugged,


“Otherworld,” he replied, dragging Eriel behind him.


	There was no adjective that could accurately convey how depressing and soul destroying Eriel’s surroundings were, no phrase seemed to exist within his extensive vocabulary to express the grim foreboding that hung in the cold, damp air, the inevitability he felt- was this Hell? Had he died and actually failed, through some cruel twist of fate, Judgement Day?


	No- Eriel was sure Hell would be a fair bit warmer. ‘Otherworld’ was so grim and harrowing, no word in the English language came close to describing the experience- except maybe Bloxwich in England, or Wyoming in the USA.


	“Lord, if hope existed here, it was a fleeting blossom, nothing more”, Eriel thought, oddly enough, in the accent of an American Mid- West evangelist. 


He knew he was set for isolation- Shadowcast would dearly love to see him suffer, he thought, sadly- and throughout his journey across ‘Otherworld’ he saw the inhabitants of Blessing.


His expression remained valiant and hopeful, but with every pair of wide, pleading eyes he locked his with, Eriel felt his heart sink lower and lower, coupled with the almost imperceptible leaping of is testicles to meet it. He had been absolved by the citizens of any blame they might have placed upon him, but they wee silently begging him to save them, their loved ones, their children, whose ashen faces implied that their fragile forms could take no more retribution.


How could he have let this happen? 	


“This is nothing personal, you understand,” Frank was telling him as the chains slackened and tightened with the continuation of the journey.


“You and me,” he continued, “We ain’t got a barney, I’m just doin’ my job,” he finished, as affably as a troll can. He reached his right hand into his pocket and pulled out a plain paper bag. As Frank’s right wrist was where Eriel’s shackles were attached, Eriel found himself flung forward from the movement, crashing into the swarthy muscular form of the troll’s back. He didn’t notice the blow. With his left hand, he held the bag open to the wizard he was currently dragging behind him,


“Pear drop?” he offered. Eriel shook his head.


“Suit yourself,” Frank replied, returning the bag to his home in his pockets. Eriel, it should be said, was far too preoccupied with his surroundings at this time.


If you are aware of the phrase “Not until Hell freezes over”, then you have inadvertently come very close to an adequate description of ‘Otherworld’. Frank voiced his opinion of the place quite succinctly, for a troll guard.


“Bloody awful down here,” he moaned, “At least with Hell, you wouldn’t be this bleedin’ cold. Satan really knows how to live, in that respect.”


“What’s ‘Otherworld’?” Eriel asked, his mental faculties starting to return.


“It’s where the souls are collected,” Frank replied, still dragging the bonded Eriel behind him like a child’s toy, 


“You see,” he started to explain, in the manner of a London taxi cab driver, “Shadowcast needs power to drive Evilsyde- the magic source he possesses isn’t nearly strong enough. So, he’s invented this machine. It looks a little like a crucifix, ‘cept crucifixes don’t often work like electric chairs, in my opinion. It stands at about twelve foot high, I should imagine. Anyway,” he continued, “He straps his victims to it and pulls the lever. There’s a crack, whiff of smoke and hey presto- their soul joins the others in the collective, boosting the power. Their body becomes a statue on the surface.” Frank jabbed up at the ceiling with his left hand to demonstrate, yanking Eriel up about six inches off his feet.


“I saw a few statues when I crossed the town,” Eriel whispered to himself. Frank’s hearing was top notch,


“He’s started bloody quick then,” he chuckled. Eriel pulled hard on his shackles, causing Frank’s own arm to move back a fraction. He faced the querulous wizard, who’s face looked darker and soured.


“Why are you telling me this?” he asked. Frank laughed,


“Well, it’s not like you’ve got any chance of retrieving ‘Magica’ and casting ‘The Spell of Restoration’ to save them all, have you?” he replied.


The words rang sharply in Eriel’s ears as he passed the hundred and seventy seventh fog shrouded gun- meal cell (yes, he had been counting). Of course! He could activate ‘The Spell of Restoration’. He remembered it clear as day- what was it? Oh yes- ‘Sanasha Gorath Sollis Arcanna’. What it meant, Eriel had never known, except that it could be translated into ‘Santa Growth Soles Arcane’, which made even less sense than the incantation.


	Trouble was, he had to wait three days, for reasons nobody had been able to fathom, until the spell would work. The only explanation Eriel could muster for this waiting period was that the Book would be having a three-day sulk at being usurped from its resting-place. Even so, with faith and resolve, the population could hold out and so could he. The darkness of Eriel’s mood lifted a little with this comfort, which was just as well, for Frank, his jailer, happened to have been a taxi driver in his previous profession.


“Here,” he commented, looking over his shoulder as he spoke, “You’ll never guess who I had in these shackles yesterday.”


“Who?” Eriel asked. Frank paused for dramatic effect, grinned, then replied,


“Only bleedin’ Grand Master Raeydion!”


“Fancy that,” Eriel tutted, with genuine surprise.


	Frank ushered him into the cell marked ‘Room 101’. How appropriate, Eriel thought, as Frank released his part of the chains, leaving Eriel handcuffed in a room of frightened people.


“Right,” Frank explained, “According to these here notes, you are to stay in here until we take this lot of for assimilation. By then, your sprit will be suitably destroyed and Shadowcast will presumably supervise you own assimilation,” he tugged at Eriel’s long greying locks of hair, “Lot of power in you, I’d guess.”


	Eriel stared him right in the face,


“You can tell Shadowcast from me that he will never break my spirit,” he replied, the chains of his handcuffs jangling together as he shook with righteous anger. Frank flicked through his notebook, then calmly grabbed Eriel’s arm and snapped it between his enormous biceps. Eriel fought the urge to scream as the blood rushed hotly around his head, begging him to faint or vomit.


	Frank raised his palms in mild rebuke,


“Sorry,” he replied, by way of an apology, “It’s my orders, see?” he pointed Eriel’s face to the line in the notebook that said ‘If Eriel refuses to back down, or makes any smart arsed comments, an extraneous limb must be broken- see figure 13.7’


	There was even a bloody diagram to demonstrate his point.


	Frank stood by the door,


“I’ll be back tomorrow,” he said, then the cell door was slammed shut, followed by the jangling sound of a key rustling in a lock.


	When the footsteps faded away into the distance, Eriel jammed his right knuckles into his mouth and bit, releasing a low, fraught groaning sound. One of the women in the room, huddled together with the others, gathered up the pleats of her skirt and crawled over to him,


“Here, let me see your arm,” she soothed, in lilting tones, as Eriel continued to make a sound not unlike a refrigerator at night time.


“Are you all right, Sir?” she asked again, as she ripped a section of her skirt and made a makeshift ling. Eriel opened his mouth and let go of his knuckles. They had gone purple, and the teeth marks had punctured the skin, where blood now dripped from these fresh scars. It was safe to assume that the fracture had hurt.


“Bless you,” Eriel whispered to the slender woman gratefully. She smiled, her gaunt features lifting an inch pulling the paper- thin skin across her cheekbones. Eriel felt saddened inside- the guards were starving these people, for day turned to night far more quickly here than on the surface. 	


	He looked around at the congregation. The children were either crying plaintively, or huddled up to the adults- Eriel couldn’t tell whether they were parents or not. He doubted it mattered much. The adults were clearly frightened, as well as nursing serious hangovers. Their fear was justified really, having witnessed Eriel’s recent injury.


	He urged the congregation to sit around him, as he decided that Shadowcast was not going to get his own way without a damn good fight.


“It’s going to be alright,” he soothed, “I have a plan. All you need is faith in yourselves- and in me. Even if I die before I see your safe return, I assure you- it will happen.”


	Eriel went on to explain his plan, for many of the congregation were waxing lyrical on the priests that had entered their towns, urged them that they too could get closer to the gods, providing they handed their precious family heirlooms over to the ‘messenger’. He left, of course, and the only thing the villagers were closer to was the bank manager.


“Bloody evangelists, they’re all the bleedin’ same. I ain’t paying you to teach me how to sing ‘All Things Bright And Beautiful’, thankyou very much,” one of Eriel’s cell mates complained.


“Crucifixion isn’t all that bad, really. Firms up your biceps, and if you get electrocuted at the same time, well, you’ll have a nice tan for the afterlife, won’t you?” another commented. Eriel went on to explain his plan- that if they could hold out for just three days, their faith would e rewarded. His words pacified the ever increasingly secular crowd, and what’s more, they had grown more defiant with it. Eriel was a true leader, whatever the Inland Revenue might have to say about his tax situation.


	Frank had sensed this, and so had returned to Eriel’s cell. Without a word, he snapped Eriel’s shackles to the chain joined to Frank’s right arm and pulled him, literally, up to his feet.


“Sorry about this, but you’re disrupting the prisoners. We simply cannot have them hopeful,” Frank sighed, as one might try to reason with a persistently disruptive child, “So, we are gong to have to put you in isolation,” he finished, dragging a smiling Eriel out of the cell.


	Not that it mattered. The damage had been done, Eriel decided triumphantly, as his cellmates started up a rousing chorus of ‘Swing Low, Sweet Chariot’.




















































































































Chapter Six: When Naming Your Children, Just Remember Paula Yates’ Offspring





	Cell 67. Same fog, same gunmetal, same despondent citizens, albeit younger ones, huddled together for warmth and comfort as in cell 101. In fact, al the cells in ‘Otherworld’ would tell you the exact same and, quite frankly, dull story, be they numbered 74, 22 or the more exotically titled Cell IV.


	But there was one main difference in Cell 67 that made it stand out against all the other cells.


	His name was Challis. He was just seventeen, a rebellious and free spirit, and bored stiff. 


	An attempt to liven up his compadres by inducing conversation via a number of ‘safe’ topics, such as the weather (nice day for it, hey? I mean, being electrocuted painfully and having our essence torn from you doesn’t seem half as bad when the alternative is this bloody fog..’) had been met with general apathy. Still, at least when the optimistic youth pulled out a badly tuned guitar and attempted to play ‘Kum Bay Yah’, he managed to elucidate a little antipathy, which was a start.


	Placing the guitar down on the cold stone floor, Challis lifted his eyes a little to survey his companions. Flicking a lock of his flaxen hair behind his left ear, what he saw upset him somewhat. All the people shivering in this God forsaken cell seemed to have resigned themselves to some terrible fate, something Challis refused to accept. He was by no means an insufferable dreamer, but he wasn’t going to let pessimism get in the way of a good fight.


	“Come on!” he roused, “We can’t just stand here and take this, we have rights too!”


	Challis had always been a fair bit belligerent, even as a child of seven. Passionate and defensive of all he did, these characteristics became more potent as he embarked upon that age-old institution- the school.


	Don’t ever be fooled by those small, cherubic looks of young children- they are really walking instruments of mental torture, hunting out the smallest, almost imperceptible chick in their peers’ armor. The enemy could easily have hired them out to find their enemies and taunt them to death. If Hitler had realized the untapped potential of small children, World War II would probably have been characterised by the sound of ‘fatty’ and ‘freckle face’ as opposed to that of gun fire and air raid sirens.  


	At the tender age of nine and a half, Challis had more chinks than most. For a start, he had no father in his life, and his peers, cruel as children are at that age, found this to be worthy of taunts. For the first six months, he was generally known as ‘the bastard kid’, but to be honest, he far preferred that to the aggravation he got from having his biggest weakness exposed:


	His name. Challis. He’d never been particularly fond of it- what had been wrong with Thomas, or Christopher, like his grandmother had suggested? But no- his mother was young and wanted her son to be unique, a leader, and not a follower. Challis recalled, with a little vexation, that he could easily have been a leader whether his name had been Challis, Graham or even bloody Percy, for Heaven’s sake.


	Challis. It sounded like a cup. It was a cup. Even his class throughout school had christened him with the nickname ‘Tankard’, which never ceased to infuriate the young Challis. Their quips wee never even amusing- for example, “You’re soaked Challis, is it raining? Or did my old man wash you up with the rest of the beer glasses at ‘The Dog and Crown’?” were, lets face it, about as funny as mustard gas.


	When you’re young though, these things drive you to many ideas. Although sometimes these are negative, on many an occasion a teased child simply dusts himself down and turns to learning many things- usually involving some type of outlet for their frustration. Kick- boxing is a good example of one such outlet. Challis is a good example of such a child.


	He was planing on using these skills the moment the guards entered the cell. For the moment, he was practising on his shadow flickering upon the cold steel wall. Nobody else had the strength or the inclination to spar with him, and so Challis took this as a sign that he would have to be strong for them all.


	If anything, it would make his dear mother proud. She had been ever so young when she had borne him- a child herself, really, but it had been something she had been reluctant to discuss, and Challis had been equally reluctant to push her for any details. He was vaguely aware that his father had gone far away- where he did not now- and was ignorant of his child. He was also aware that, despite the awkward circumstances she had been left in courtesy of him, his mother had never said one bad word against Challis’ illegitimate father. Occasionally, on significant anniversaries, Challis had caught his mother in her bedroom, head on a pillow and her face obscured by reams of Kleenex tissue. It made him more sad than angry, he supposed, for there was nothing he could do console her, to calm her quivering form as she cried. Indeed, many of his friends at this present day had similar desires to appease her- others had made their ulterior motives a little more obvious. This little snippet of information gives you an idea of how young Challis’ mother must have been- it was safe to assume that she had been younger than Challis was now when she gave birth to her only son.


Not that any of these circumstances helped him to gain a more relaxed and temperate countenance. About a dozen of his cellmates were warming to his plans for an insurrection- some of them had even managed to smuggle makeshift batons of lead piping past the guards. Challis’ smile conveyed vengeance and righteousness, as he kicked at the door. On the fourth kick, he brought down the heave steel door. Along with the initiation of the alarm system. 


The alarm system consisted of little more than a loud-ish bell and two burly troll guards, but it was certainly adequate.


	Hoisting Challis, who was quick to protest and even quicker to fight back, out of the cell, one of the guards delivered a vicious blow to the young boy’s temple, in order to placate him. Oddly enough, it didn’t work, and instead served only to fan the burning flames of Challis’ hot temper. It made his head throb a fair bit too, especially when the dark red gore started to trickle from the gash left as a reminder of his insolence.


	“Where are we to put this trouble maker?” the troll dragging him over his shoulder asked.


“With that other pain- in- the- neck, Eriel,” his conduit replied. The other troll looked concerned, or at least, he did from the direction Challis was staring at him from.


“But surely the two of them put together will increase their chances of escaping, freeing the other prisoners and foiling Shadowcast’s plan?”


	The troll with his arms free considered this for a little while, his hand hesitating on the stone handle that opened to reveal Eriel’s solitary confinement cell.


“Nah,” he eventually decided, non- committaly, before opening the door and flinging the hapless Challis inside.



































































































































Chapter Seven: Remember Kids- Just Say No!





	Annica woke again. It was still nightfall- the sun doggedly refused to make any kind of appearance- and so her mind was free of the day to day running of her life that allowed her to forget the troubles that lay, raw and undiluted, on her fragile mind.


	This was getting ridiculous. She hadn’t slept through the night for nigh on three months. Every night she awoke at least four times, with niggling worries soon burying themselves under her skin, wriggling into the soft puckers of her subconscious, naturally hindering her from falling asleep for a good while longer.


	Pulling herself up in bed, she pulled her long blonde locks away from her shoulders and back behind her ears, causing them to cascade prettily down her back. Fumbling in the darkness, she quickly found what she was looking for- the oil lamp and matches on her bedside table. With trembling hands, she lit the lamp, and its cheery glow penetrated the gloom of the small room, but failed to penetrate the gloom of its lone inhabitant.


	She swung her legs over the side of the bed, hitching up her nightdress as she did so, exposing lily pale flesh to the oil lamp, who, being an oil lamp, wasn’t particularly distracted by it. Carefully, she placed a thumb on each seam of her underpants and slid them down to her knees. Not a speck of reassuring red graced the padded cloth stuffed uncomfortably against the gusset.


	Annica looked at the calendar once more, hoping the information on it might have changed since she last studied it. She was probably worrying about nothing. She could just be late, after all.


	At three and a half months late, Annica was beginning to realize that she would have to accept the truth- that there was another reason behind her elusive menstrual show of blood. The truth being that an altercation involving an altogether different show of blood four months previously was the sole perpetrator.


	Other symptoms pointed her to concern- the nausea she kept waking to, the strange, attractive weight that had clung to her stomach, hips and breasts, giving her an altogether fleshier appearance. The strange desire to consume spinach and banana sandwiches hinted towards her condition as well.


	She pulled her underpants back up, after discarding the padding that she had prayed every night she would need. Feeling the cold touch her bones with spindly fingers, she slipped between the warm bed covers and buried herself deep down inside them, but found that only physical comfort was to be gained. It was clear to her now, she realized, as she cradled the bulge of her stomach delicately with her hands. Either she had contracted a severe duodenal ulcer, or she was great with child. It was obviously the latter.


	And she had never felt so alone.


	Stroking her stomach, as if trying to communicate with the heartbeat within her womb, tears welled up in her eyes. It had all gone wrong. With heavy heart, her now blurred glance lay upon her calendar once more. She blinked, and with that action came clearer sight and damper cheeks. It was a month ago today that she was supposed to have wed her love, Eriel.


	It was an arranged marriage, but they had known each other since infancy- since Annica had turned five. They had played together as children, and as fate should have it, their childhood games turned out to be mere glimpses of a future they were to share. When she was fourteen, Eriel made his intention clear and there was slight, but insistent, pressure from both sides for Annica to accept his courtship. She was happy to do so. Although she wasn’t really certain how love was supposed to feel, and Eriel had also been just as green, she could envisage marriage to him, and what would follow- children, a shared pension… it seemed that their tentative childhood games were being played out once more, except the games were now frighteningly real. Their parents were constantly pushing for the couple to set a wedding date, so they set one, for a few months into their courtship. It seemed the natural thing to do.


	Despite all these pressures, the two managed to find time to let their burgeoning love blossom into something deep and meaningful, something to be treasured between them both. With hindsight, Annica could see that was half the problem. If she had treated it as an arrangement, nothing more, she wouldn’t have been so hurt when the walls of her future all came crashing down around her.


	Not that there had been any sign that it would. The time they whiled away in each others company seemed to fly by. Eriel had, she specifically remembered, split a violet in two with one of his increasing repertoire of spells. He used yet another incantation to freeze the two halves in time and space, creating a perpetually living flower. He gave one half to Annica, and kept the other for himself, so he said, so that ‘our love would last as long as they do’. Or something.


	Annica cried, holding the aforementioned flower in the tiny glass case she had entombed it in within her delicate hands. Really, the flower was not alive, it had been slayed the moment Eriel cast his first spell. How ironic. But as much as she would like to be able to scorn Eriel and his attempts at romance, she couldn’t find it in her heart. Deep down, she still loved him, despite all he had done to hurt her. 


	Or had he? Had he really intended to put her in this awful situation and make her feel so desolate? This was the same boy who panicked beyond recognition at seeing her bleed under starlight, convinced he had wounded her. The tears had been real as he lay beside her, telling her how he would never try to do anything to hurt her.


	Except maybe leaving her two months before their wedding, citing that he needed to devote himself to nothing but the kingdom and ‘Magica’- for it was the destiny fate had bestowed upon him, and he must see it thought to the end, no matter what he may risk in the process. Selfish bastard.


	I mean, it’s all very well harping on about the greater good, how important it was for Blessing to have a devoted and wise leader- she had seen the Grand Masters visit Eriel on numerous occasions when they had been together, to talk of his duties, his training and his battles. Annica, in her innocence, had found it all rather exciting- lets face it, when a little girl dreams of her wedding, it certainly isn’t to a road sweeper or a tax inspector. The idea of an impending marriage to a world leader, a holy warrior both wise and true would certainly fuel the over active imagination of a naïve young girl. Not that it mattered, for there was no marriage after all. The denizens of Blessing needed him.


	Annica wiped her eyes, turned to lie on her side facing the wall, only for fresh salt water to dribble over her nose and cheek. She needed him too, not that he was concerned, she had gathered that by now. Still saddened by pity and self-loathing, she lifted her knees up to her chest, with the intention of curling up under the bed covers into a semi foetal position. Except the swell of her uterus impeded her a little. Fresh tears welled up inside her.


	Somebody else needed Eriel too, someone even more helpless and defenseless than herself.


	Annica felt choked up with pain. There was a tiny life inside her, but she was barely fifteen herself. How could she bear this little creature into the world, nurture it, comfort it, protect it, and love it until her dying day? The long-term nature of the ordeal seemed an immense undertaking- the punishment for one night of accidental, ill gotten passion, was one that, as usual, the female was left to carry on her already weighing shoulders. She felt so burdened- she was certain that she must have enough chips on her shoulders to supply McDonalds for the next seven years. How was she, an unmarried mother carrying a bastard child within the depths of her uterus, ever to begin to cope? Would it simply be better for all involved if she simply… got rid of it? There were potions around that would do it…


	She sat up suddenly. A queasy feeling had set about in her stomach, as though it had decided to uproot itself from her alimentary canal and take a little excursion to see how far her skin would stretch. A ripple bounded sluggishly across the surface of her stomach, like a pebble dropped in a calm pond. Despite her tears, Annica smiled and felt overcome by happiness. It was her baby, making its concerns about her niggling doubts known. To any other person it was the baby’s first kick. To Annica, given her fears, it seemed to belligerently protest ‘Try me, you might fall in love with me after all’.


	Feeling s though she had grown ten years in the space of twelve minutes, Annica kissed the fingers of her left hand and placed them to her belly. Eriel may be no more to her, but what he had left behind was no burden.


	It was her blessing.

































































Chapter Eight: Never Assume That Your Well Thought Out Plans Will Be Foolproof





	It was deadly quiet, save for the hollow clanking of a key in a lock. Challis’ head started to throb wildly. He looked around at this small, empty cell- what number it was he had found no opportunity to investigate. On further inspection, he realized that the cell wasn’t empty at all- a lone, elder figure sat with his back to Challis. A mane of greying hair cascaded down his back, his head seemed tilted to one side, his body curiously hunched.


	“Hello?” Challis faltered. The figure straightened quickly, turning his head in the direction of Challis. The hardened features of one broken from deep meditation quickly metamorphosed into a smile,


“Hello there, young man,” he replied, genially, “What are you doing here?”


	Despite this rather disconcerting change of events, Challis actually found himself feeling relaxed in this gentleman’s company, as well as ceasing to feel that gnawing niggle in the back of his mind- the one that told him his big mouth just kept getting him into more and more serious trouble.


“Upset the guard’s sleeping routine, I suppose,” was Challis’ reply. The man smiled wickedly, as though he understood far more than Challis could ever have conveyed in his words.


“Does no good, all this kow- towing,” he commented. The pause that followed was infinitesimal, before the man asked,


“Prey you, what is your name?”


“Challis,” the boy replied, with an almost imperceptible shudder. The man leant back and smiled,


“Ah, unique- a leader, not a follower,” was his response. Convinced the wizened man was as barmy as his own mother, Challis returned the man’s original question.


“I am Eriel,” the man replied. Challis’ blood ran cold for a moment. It was at this point that point that Eriel noticed the deep wound along Challis’ temple and placed his hands upon the ice- cold lesion. With the motions of Eriel’s fingers, Challis could feel his skin contract oddly, pushing out his infected blood and closing up the skin inside him. Eriel moved his hands away, and Challis gingerly touched his temple. There was no evidence of any attack, not even a scar or swelling.


“How did you do that?” Challis asked, his jaw having dropped and resembled a human dustbin. Eriel smiled,


“I’m a wizard. You do the Math.”


	With that, the two got talking seriously abut their current situation, for neither of them had the stomach or the spine to sit back and take Shadowcast’s warped revenge. During these intimate discussions, Eriel, who had long since realized that he might not live to see his plans come to fruition, took a great gamble. Not perhaps as great as England winning the world cup, but large all the same. Recognizing the untapped magical powers within this callow, headstrong boy who sat proudly before him, he confided ‘The spell of Restoration’ to him, as a back up plan lest anything should go wrong. Challis felt a swell of pride nudge his fear out of place at this hefty responsibility placed carefully upon his shoulders. He memorised the spell right down to the punctuation, under Eriel’s careful guidance.


	It was around this time, perhaps a day since they had become cell- mates (though time, it should be recognized, is a quantitative matter- sometimes days can pass like minutes or else minutes may drag like days), that both Eriel and Challis were aware of voices. They were of encouragement and hope. They were directed at the prisoners now being led away. Challis’ face radiated excitement,


“Wow!” he gasped, “Everyone really is battling Shadowcast’s army!”


	Eriel sank to his knees, held his head in his hands and fought back tears. It was too late. The assimilation had started, and Eriel had failed once more. What was the rumour? ‘The elderly will be the first to go…’


	Meanwhile, whilst Eriel was sinking more deeply into melancholia, Challis had managed to scramble up, using some of the smaller footholds, to a narrow ledge at the top of the cell, and was able to get a good view of the scene erupting before his eyes.


	“Eriel,” he whispered, “There are loads of ‘blue- rinsers’ being taken off to some room. Is it like a prison rest room, or something?”


	Eriel didn’t reply. The white-hot lump burning in his throat had suddenly got even hotter. Why didn’t he keep a more watchful eye over the populace?


	“Eriel,” Challis hissed one more, “What was that blue flash? And what was that noise?” he wondered aloud, “It reminded me of that time I tried to put 17,000 volts through my gran’s television set with a set of jump leads and the local electricity mast.”


	There was silence for a while, until Challis broke it with a shocked,


“Christ! What is that smell? It’s like really old meat being fried…”


“That’s because it is,” Eriel replied, curtly, unable to bear Challis’ youthful ignorance when he felt so eaten up with guilt. The boy in question displayed an expression across his face that resembled puzzlement, but without the intelligence.


	“Excuse me?” he asked. Eriel beckoned him to sit closer. Placing a frail arm around his shoulder, he started to whisper,


“They were being assimilated…”


“Assimi- what- ilated?” he asked. Eriel hissed through his teeth,


“Well, let me think of a suitable analogy… Have you ever been in a Fish ‘n’ Chip shop?”


Challis nodded his reply. Eriel’s grip became a little tighter.


“Did you, by any chance, notice the small cages adhered to the wall with a wide ring of fluorescent tubing that emitted ultra-violet light?”


“Yes- they’re about the size of a clock,” Challis expanded, to prove his knowledge of take away restaurant hygiene.


“Good,” Eriel replied, “Now- do you know what they do?”


	Challis contemplated this,


“They kill flies,” he responded. Eriel nodded.


“Precisely. That is exactly what you have just witnessed, except the flies were people. With every whiff of acrid blue smoke that fills the air, a soul is stolen to power Evilsyde, and another body becomes a lifeless stone statue on the surface.”


	Challis’ eyes grew round and wide, like saucers.


“Good Lord,” he breathed, “So those machines in the local Chippie were Shadowcast’s trial run?”


“Come again?” Eriel asked, looking puzzled at this statement.


“Well, you said assimilation was just like the fly fryers in the Fish ‘n’ Chip shops. So, these seemingly useful gadgets really just stole the poor flies souls?”


	Eriel shook his head,


“No, it was just an example. Fish ‘n’ Chip shop owners have never tried to steal the souls of any insects, winged or otherwise. Shadowcast’s devise sounds as though it is shaped like a crucifix.”


	Challis mulled this over,


“So, apart from being a lot bigger, a different shape, killing humans, stealing their souls and turning their bodies into statues, Shadowcast’s assimilator and ‘Mr. Chippies’ fly catcher are identical?” he voiced. There was a pause.


“Pardon my impertinence,” he continued, “But as far as analogies go, that was, well, a little piss poor, to be blunt.” 


	Eriel raised his palms, and one of his eyebrows,


“Only trying to help,” he replied.


	The cell door burst open, and with it, four guards entered the cell. Two of them grabbed the placid Eriel and started to drag him away. Challis’ countenance registered horror.


“What are you doing?” he bellowed. The guards smiled,


“He’s being assimilated- and your next… ‘Bout bleedin’ time if you ask me,” one of them replied. Challis’ lower lip started to quiver imperceptibly,


“You can’t!” he practically screamed, in a manner not dissimilar to a bad soap actor, “He’s…”


	The remaining two guards did a passable impression of crowd control in twentieth century Moscow upon the poor youth. By the time the final heel had left Challis’ aching ribs, he could barely speak.


“Be strong,” Eriel whispered to him, as the guards slowly marched him off to take his place alongside Shadowcast’s ever-increasing collection of figurines. Challis’ eyes looked despairingly at him,


“But Eriel…” he begged. Eriel interrupted him with a single nod before leaving Challis’ life forever. Challis wiped his eyes. He knew what he had to do.


	As Eriel was taken to the assimilator, he hoped feverently that he had made the right choice in electing Challis to save the people of Blessing. Not that there had been swarms of volunteers to choose from. Even so, Eriel understood that, although in some ways Challis was reckless and foolhardy, his good, honest qualities outweighed these immature disadvantages. Besides, Eriel had been the same at Challis’ age… 


	He smiled. It was peculiar how much the two had in common. 


“Had Challis experienced love yet?” Eriel wondered, remembering how he had forsaken, with great difficulty, Annica, his intended. He had needed to devote everything to his duties to Blessing and ‘The Book’,


	His love for Annica, that saintly child, would have clouded all judgement, and the love of the population would have its rewards. This is how he had reasoned with his desires at the time. Now, as his life was ebbing away before him, he came to see that his reasoning had done little to improve his devotion to duty. He had been, for want of a better word, a complete and utter prat.


	“Perhaps,” he thought, wistfully, “Challis would be wise to retain some of his recklessness.”


	If he did, then he could succeed as the one leader of Blessing who truly had it all.








Chapter Nine: Aliens Don’t Particularly Enjoy Hanging Around For Eight Chapters With Nothing To Do.





	“How cruel!” Officer AA exclaimed, as she read the same chapter you just have. “That poor girl- what she must have gone through at the hands of that… that…”


“Yeah,” Officer Y shrugged his shoulder, “Well, if humans decide to proudly cultivate all this excess emotion and dependency upon one another, then they deserve everything they get,” he replied, clinically.


“Even so,” Officer Z interjected, “It just goes to prove how detrimental cause and effect is within our lives. If this ‘Eriel’ hadn’t given in to sin, then there would be no birth of Challis, his illegitimate son, ergo Blessing and it’s people would never have been saved from Shadowcast.”


	The others swiveled their chairs to face him.


“How do you know all that?” Officer AA asked, an expression of shock manifesting in her features. Officer Z turned to face his computer screen.


“I read on. You two are such slow readers.”


	Officer Y wriggled huffily in his chair,


“Well, thanks a lot, Z,” he hissed, “You’ve only gone and given the ending away. Do you have any conception of how irritating that is?” 


He crushed part of the dense, fibreglass control panel with a quick thump of his large, yellowing fist.


“I hate it when people do that!” he enthused, just to make certain that his point had not been lost.


	Officer AA sat thoughtfully on her chair,


“I agree with you, Officer Z,” she commented, “About cause and effect, I mean. Remember that time you travelled back in time to Earth in the year 1940 at about, ooh, the tenth of July? On surveying the atmosphere, you thought it’d be a laugh to go back into the thirties and give that Mitchell bloke the idea of aviation with just one set of wings that were a part of the body? Lo and behold, you contributed to a significant chapter of World War II history!”


“I named it too, don’t forget!” Officer Z added. Officer Y rolled his eyes,


“How could we forget? Who else would use the imaginative title ‘The Battle of Britain’?”


“Alright,” Z snapped, “But how was I to know the outcome of that would change anything, given the, frankly, outrageous number of battles Earthlings constantly engage in?”


“Or indeed,” Officer AA continued, “That incident after the First World War, whereupon you decided to end the class war by introducing that American lady to King Edward VIII…”


“Wallace? Alright,” he huffed, “It was a mistake anybody could have made.”


“And what about that time…”


“I would appreciate silence from you now,” Officer Z hissed through his teeth. Officer AA merely smiled, then returned her gaze to the glaring screen of her monitor. As both she and Officer Y read on, trying to make sense of Blessing and it’s bizarre history, Officer Z decided to attempt the ‘Balance The Coin On The Edge Of The Beer Glass Without Using Your Fingers’ trick explained in the appendix of ‘Magica’ labeled ‘Customs and Traditions’. After the seventeenth attempt, he gave up and eyed the book with suspicion. How come it knew all this? It appeared to have a concise history of all events leading up to and proceeding the short time span Officers Y and AA were interested in, as well as lengthy appendices on custom, language and genealogy to name just a few.


	It was almost as if it wrote itself. After all, for a logbook, it was too emotive in its language, yet too carefully laid out and clinical to be a personal diary of any sort.


	Z stopped himself. This was getting ridiculous. He was starting to believe that the Book was alive- it stared at him with cruel eyes, two cruel eyes masquerading as suns embossed on the leather- bound cover of the musty book lying mockingly by his side.


	What was happening? Why couldn’t the others see it? The Book was alive… and it knew he knew too much. Sweat started to trickle through the pores of his skin as the Book’s beady eyes continued to stare him out.


	It was only when his skin started to feel damp that Officer Z became aware that Officer AA was staring at him curiously, her arms folded and her head tilted to one side. It was a few moments later that he realized he had been wittering his fevered rantings out loud. Officer AA had a more practical solution to his problem with the book of ‘Magica’.


	“Z?” she asked. Officer Z turned to face her,


“Yes?”


“Have you been drinking the canister fuel again?”


“No,” Officer Z replied, guiltily, all of is three eyes now inspecting shoelace he didn’t possess.


Officer AA said nothing, she merely pointed across towards the door on the spaceship marked ‘Colonic Irrigation’. Officer Z shuddered, then meekly followed his superior’s commands.


	“You just can’t get the staff,” she laughed softly, some hint of fondness plumping her harsh words with fragments of pity.


	Officer Y paid little attention. His thoughtful gaze was devoted entirely to the sorrowful tale of ‘Magica’ and his body, hunched uncomfortably over the console, wasn’t going to forget it in a long time.


















































Chapter Ten: At Last, A Key Protagonist Dies.





	Eriel had been sitting outside the assimilation chamber for night on seven hours, he guessed. In one of those rare experiences when faced with your own certain death, Eriel had actually found himself to be quite bored. Odd really, he had expected to feel frightened, or at least impotent. Instead he was fidgety, curious as to what being fried to a crisp actually felt like. After all, there wasn’t a single person he could ask this side of existence- all those who had felt the power of the wooden cross weren’t exactly going to have lived to tell the tale.


	Actually, come to think of it, how could that infernal cross be made of wood? It would burn, just as the flesh struggling against it would. Maybe it was platinum… 


	He started to drum his calloused, thin fingers against the lowered shield of the troll guarding him, the softly grating sound of nail against metal rattling the guard’s nerve.


“Stop it!” the guard boomed. Eriel ignored him and, to add to the excruciating torture, started to sing ‘Jesus Wants Me for A Sunbeam’. The guard could take no more.


	“Listen,” he sneered, his gnarled face pressed dangerously close to Eriel’s, “If you don’t shut up, I will take this sword and tear you open from the navel t’ the chaps.”


Eriel looked up at him with clear blue eyes,


“G on then,” he goaded, “I’m sure Shadowcast would love it if you ruined his fun!”


The guard spat at him, knowing all too well that Eriel had the dubious protection of Shadowcast’s sadistic nature on his side. The troll’s one consolation was that what


Shadowcast would have in mind for Eriel would more than make up for this vexing interlude.


	Meanwhile, Eriel’s thoughts turned to Challis. Would he be able to carry the mantle of victory, should Eriel fail? Was he coping all right on his own against the torture of the guards? Yes, yes he would- he was strong of spirit. There was something the boy had wanted to tell him, Eriel remembered, before he was taken to his impending death. This thought weakened his resolve a little- lost opportunities seemed to have dogged him his entire life.


	Today though, things seemed to be looking up. It was little more than a few hours before the spell of ‘Restoration’ could be activated. Perhaps Shadowcast wouldn’t show up until sunset (if sunset ever showed here in ‘Otherworld’) and his plans would be foiled once more.


	The click of metal against stone, coupled with an ever-increasing shadow signified a figure drawing near Eriel. The figure stopped and crouched down, his dark eyes level with Eriel’s. Almost at once, he realized that Shadowcast was unlikely to be delayed any further.


	He was standing right in front of him.


“Hello Eriel,” Shadowcast sneered. Eriel kept his gaze, steady and unnerving, upon the haggard features of the grim burlesque of a priest before him, but made no motion to reply. Shadowcast stretched a calloused hand, pitted with scars and the joint cornification of age and experience. Grabbing Eriel’s face, greyed by poor conditions and two-day stubble, Shadowcast peered at him with pit black eyes,


“Say hello then, only trying to be friendly,” he said.


“You want me dead,” Eriel hissed back. Shadowcast grinned winsomely. Well, it would have been winsome on any other face- on Shadowcast it appeared as a mad, threatening leer,


“True, but there’s nothing wrong with a little courtesy before hand.”


	To demonstrate his sorry regret at Eriel’s rebuking of the extended hand of peace, Shadowcast struck Eriel’s jaw with it. Having already cuffed Eriel’s ankles together be one of the seemingly endless supplies of cast iron chains available throughout ‘Otherworld’, he deftly set about binding Eriel’s wrists together. With the help of a guard, he hoisted the unco-operative wizard up and across to the assimilation chamber.


	“There really is no point bleating on about it,” Shadowcast taunted the silent Eriel, “It’s all over now.”


After roughly lashing Eriel’s passive frame to the cold cross- some form of metal after all, Eriel deduced- he stood watching his prisoner intently, his hand resting on his chin. He seemed quite perturbed. Shaking his head, he spoke to Eriel,


“Why won’t you make a fuss? It’s no fun when there isn’t any blood curdling screams or tortured sighs…”


	He took his iron staff in one hand and plunged it into the furnace, until it glowed white-hot. Shadowcast pulled the shining metal from the fire and held it dangerously close to Eriel’s bare stomach. Even though it wasn’t touching the skin, the oppressive heat seemed to sear his flesh.


“I simply won’t have you ruining my fun,” he sighed, then paused as though contemplating his next move. In this time, he jabbed the staff into Eriel’s ribs, burning the flesh into a sillhouette of his own coat of arms- the words ‘Clanalandi Tuarsi’ were roughly translated by Eriel as ‘Frog Jumpsuit’. He had never excelled particularly at Latin as a child.


	“’Heroic Evil’, rather catchy family motto, wouldn’t you agree?” was Shadowcast’s reply to a question that, as yet, had been unasked. Eriel commanded every last nerve in his body to keep his eyes fixed upon his nemesis, and to ignore the dragon- like scar of freshly singed flesh.


“You ought to be grateful,” Shadowcast continued, “Many a man would pay thirty pounds for what I’ve just done to you…”


“I’ve never been one for body art,” Eriel snapped, though he struggled to hide his emotions. Shadowcast seemed genuinely non- plussed,


“Neither are they.” There was a pause, “I take it you’ve never been to Soho?” he asked eventually.


	As experience had clearly built up a barrier between this current verbal torture technique, Shadowcast voted to “Dispense with all this small talk and finally get this show on the road,” in that archetypal naff fashion common of any self respecting malevolent being.


	Unprepared for the physical assimilation, he took his dark, haggard frame across to a lever- the lever itself was linked to the cross that Eriel was crucified to. It wouldn’t be long before the spell of ‘Restoration’ could finally be completed.


Unfortunately, there would be an even shorter duration before Eriel was to be killed.


	Probably around 0.5 seconds before it happened, Eriel finally realized that he was going to die, and that there would be no time for him to activate his spell. Saddened, his last prayer was for Challis. If he could right Eriel’s wrong, then he would at least be able to rest in peace.


	The congregation cheered in relief, though Eriel was obviously unaware. Shadowcast’s face contorted into an expression that resembled a triumphant smile,


“No more to be slaves, now to be master!”
































































































































Chapter Eleven: Anyone for a Barbecue? It tastes just like chicken…


      


      Challis almost felt the desiccation himself.  The brilliant blue flash sparked a more vicious beating within his heart. He was dead, he had failed.


His pent-up aggression reached breaking point and he systematically set about kicking at any loose rocks and boulders that deemed to stand in his way, despite sharing the general opinion of the rock community that they have the natural right of way by simply existing for a millenium longer than this fleshy young whippersnapper.


After turning his right foot purple, and the rocks in cell 67 justly felt their point had been made, Challis clicked his fingers and gasped- The spell!  Eriel had divulged it to him before his untimely death by the family barbecue. Now then, what was it? Astallis Golliath… no, that wasn’t right?… He could have sworn he knew it an hour ago.


      The click of the lock to his cell signified that he had precious little time to recall it. Yet another of the troll guards- Challis had long since ceased to wonder where they were all coming from- grabbed hold of his shackles and unceremoniously dragged him before the assimilation chamber. Throughout the journey- Challis kept playing over the conversation he had partaken of with Eriel, remembering vividly every single moment where he could have simply placed a hand on Eriel’s kindly arm and said, “I’ve something to tell you…”


But he didn’t, and he couldn’t forgive himself for it. All that was left for his conscience was to succeed where Eriel had failed and activate the spell of restoration before it was too late.


‘Santana Gorge?’… Challis dismissed it instantaneously. All he needed was something to jog his memory.


“Here, Brian, he’s a lusty fellow!” one of the trolls shouted in a jocular fashion, as he struggled to clasp Challis’ unco-operative left leg into its rightful place on the assimilation machine. After an intense struggle, which was peppered with choice phrase such as “Blimey Trev, these clasps are a bit rusty!”, “Oh, must be all the blood and sweat, or at least I hope that’s what it is! Anyroad, don’t panic, I’ve got some WD40 out the back…”


	As Challis, weakened and beaten, started to recall the spell, one of the guards- it was probably Brian- grabbed his jaw with such severity that Challis felt his jaw creak under the pressure.


“You just remember to behave yourself in front of the boss,” he sneered, striking Challis yet another blow to the temple. Except something odd happened. Rather than feeling the first flushes of indignant anger, Challis felt strangely pacified, as though something immensely adult had grown in his mind, shedding his previous immaturity like a snake sheds its skin. When he realized the new adult brain he now possessed was not even remotely connected with pornography, he felt proud. The spell of Restoration glided effortlessly through the fog of his mind. He could almost taste the incantation, metaphorically speaking.


	“Well, well, well,” an unearthly voice lilted. Surprisingly enough, it was that of Shadowcast. Challis felt his heart sink to the pit of his stomach, and his testicles rise up to join it. Eriel could have at least warned him about the raw terror his very voice evoked. If this was Shadowcast, Challis dreaded to think what kind of guest The Grand Duke of Hell was like at a dinner party.


	Grasping Challis’ chin in his weathered hands- whilst Challis absently wondered why everybody here in ‘Otherworld’ felt the need to hold him by that particular appendage- he surveyed his prey.


	“Well,” Shadowcast chortled, but not because this was the fourth time he had said ‘well’ in half as many minutes, “It seems the spirit of Eriel lives on. That simply will not do…”


Before Challis got a chance to spit out a witty retort, Shadowcast placed a gnarled finger to his lips, paused, then continued his speech.


“I suppose,” he sighed irksomely, “I’d better tell you the full extent of my truly evil plan, if I do say so myself,” he smiled with false modesty. Challis hung his head a little in boredom,


“I know it- assimilate souls on this thing, use them to power Evilsyde, take over Blessing.” 


	Shadowcast bit his knuckle and grimaced,


“Damn! And I was so looking forward to unfurling my plan to you! That blasted Eriel new as well. It really does get a bad guy down, not being able to explain your master plan to an ignorant party. Still,” he grinned once more, “What do you think of the name?”


“What name?” Challis asked, with a tone of irritation creeping into his voice. Shadowcast looked at him angrily,


“EvilSyde! I was toying with something like ‘Terror Vision’, except I’ve the feeling it’s been used somewhere before, what do you think?”


“I don’t care,” Challis groaned. Was this some experimental torture technique? If so, then Challis felt confident that it would prove a success.


	“Suit yourself- you’re about to die a quite horrible death anyway. Now,” Shadowcast rubbed his ands with glee, “Any last requests before your untimely doom?”


	Challis remembered the spell of Restoration in its entirety.


“Well, now you come to mention it…” he started, but was interrupted by Shadowcast’s raucous and villainous laughter.


“I didn’t mean it, just a small killing joke,” he chortled. Challis stared at him as one might look upon a pork butcher that offers to cater at a Bar Mitzvah.


“Right,” he responded, “One small problem there- a joke is usually funny!”


Shadowcast shrugged his shoulders,


“Goes down a storm at the ‘Evil Dictators With Dubious Religious Backgrounds’ Improv. club.”


Challis eyed him cynically,


I thought you were simply hell bent on global supremacy?”


“Everyone needs a hobby,” was the nefarious priest’s reply.


	Challis noticed the hand of Shadowcast resting upon the lever that stood between who got custody of his soul. There wasn’t a moment to lose. If he succeeded, Blessing would be saved and Shadowcast defeated. He would have carried out his father’s last wish. He’d be a hero- he might even get his picture on the front of the ‘Evening Standard’. If he failed? Well, they’d all be up Crap Creek without a boat, nevermind a paddle.


	“Sanasha Gorath Sollis Arcanna,” Challis ordered, quickly coming to the realization that there really is no time like the present. While it probably loses something in the translation, Shadowcast certainly got the message. He shot Challis a cold- burning glance of pure hatred.


“You bastard,” he hissed, before all hell broke loose.


A description that was no exaggeration. All Hell actually broke loose, with fire and brimstone and everything... well, apart from the trident wielding demons, but you can’t have everything.


	Challis fell to the floor with a crunch and a twist of his ankle as the dull metal class of the cross glowed and expanded with the warmth of pure, holy good, before becoming confused by the sensation and giving up the ghost altogether.


	The light that followed was so bright it almost blinded Challis. Judging by the screams of terror choking the guards nearby, it was doing a lot more damage to the evils within this world of fear. Spirals of fire burst all around Challis’ proud frame, fire that was the result of the destruction of many evil creatures, which was nice. With this realization, Challis stared over to the general position that Shadowcast had been occupying seven minutes earlier. He was no longer there.


	Scanning the chamber, Challis soon spotted him. He was crouched in the darkest corner of the room, trying to escape the inevitable light, wrapping his dark cloak around his withering body. The brightness of the seraphic gleam slowly, almost imperceptibly started to envelop the priest’s feverishly shivering form. He had failed once more. Challis had succeeded in avenging his father’s death.


	As he stood proudly defiant, the hero of the hour, Challis though hard about all the puns and witticisms that he could utter nonchalantly, with a flick of his blonde fringe, at this precise moment in time. It turned out he could think of nothing. The experience had drained him emotionally- the reunion with his father, the image of his father’s placid expression as he was dragged away to his death, ignorant of his child. The screams of the slaughtered, those who fell prey to ‘Magica’ picky time lapse... Mahatma Ghandi could have composed a more aggressive quip bathed in this heat from the fires of good than Challis, who in all honesty, just wanted a cup of tea and a good weep.


	So he remained silent. A mysterious hero would do just as well, he consoled himself. It turned out to be his final thought in ‘Otherworld’, if you ignore him staring at the ceiling trying to remember if it was stalactites that hung there or the other one.


	Then it was all over.









































Chapter Twelve: The Aftermath, The Consultation And The Complaint Of Nepotism…





	Challis stirred groggily, and discovered he was staring at the cobbles on a familiar pedestrianised town center. Wincing, he recognized the throbbing ache within his head that signified the mater and pater of all hangovers.


	Suddenly, the events of the previous however many days slapped him in the face with all the force of an ill- tempered freight train, and he remembered his victory, the victory tinged with sadness. But before he got a chance to collect his thoughts, seventeen pairs of hands hauled him up to his feet, and then to a horizontal position approximately six feet up in the air,


“The hero of the hour! Hooray for…”


There was a short pause, and the carriers became stationary whilst the eldest of them asked,


“What’s your name, son?”


“Challis,” the aforementioned replied, not knowing or caring if they sniggered. Nobody did, tough a few puzzled looks were exchanged,


“Hooray for Challis!” the small crowd continued.


	They passed various statues- elderly folk mainly- which dampened Challis’ spirits somewhat, as he realized that they were all that was left of the victims of Shadowcast’s evil. However, they didn’t upset him nearly as much as the statue he almost fell into as a couple of the tipsy carriers lost their footing. Gingerly, he left the congregation to their merry making, and walked closer to the statue. It was Eriel all right, standing as proud and calm as ever he did whilst he drew breath. Challis sighed with a mixture of pity, pride and grief. He would have made his father proud. His father… 


	Challis stayed staring at the stone, cold to the touch, tears welling up in his eyes. The lifeless granite staring back at him really was all that was left of his father, there was no escaping that. Helplessly, he started to cry. He didn’t even know he had a son. How would he have felt? Would he have accepted this accident of his own creation? Challis felt that he would have happily, though whether this conclusion was drawn from reasoned logic or unconditional love he couldn’t quite make out. Gingerly, he pressed his fingers to the lips of the stone statue and tried vainly to feel for some sign of life. 


	“Look on the bright side,” one of his friends from the ‘Otherworld’ cell days said, putting an arm around his sinewy shoulders, “At least you won’t have to fork out for a memorial statue.”


	In the face of this ridiculous suggestion, Challis actually felt his facial muscles pull his lips a quarter of an inch higher into a smile. Which was just as well, for the head of the wizard’s council was heading I his direction.


“Well Challis, this is a turn up for the books,” he smiled proudly, placing an arm around Challis’ shoulders. He shrugged him off,


“Look, about the x- ray machine that I made in design and technology that made clothing transparent, I’ve done my detention, now can we just forget it!”


The head looked surprised,


“No, I was more concerned with putting you forward as a replacement for Eriel. You saved our planet after all, and you are his son. There is the matter of the other candidates, of course…”


 	The actual voting didn’t take place until the mourning had finished. Almost a third of the population had been slaughtered: many of them the elderly, and therefore distinguished, famous and generally well thought of members of the denizens of Blessing had been lost in Shadowcast’s foiled plan. The whole process, awful as it was, drove Challis mad, especially as his father was paraded on all formats of media with in- depth coverage and a duration that made the death of Princess Diana look like a flash in the pan. Challis hadn’t ventured out of bed for weeks- the last thing he wanted was to see yet more ‘tributes’ and ‘memorial services’ in honour of his father and the many others killed.


	When he finally did take to walking the streets again, the main question on everybody’s lips was who would take over from Eriel now he had passed on? For Challis, this meant three hours in a stuffy boardroom listening to various public school boys and girls make stupid speeches about their aspirations, all of which Challis was acutely aware involved their personal welfare as a top priority. Trouble was, they all had champions, people who would speak up for them as honorable members of society, however false those accusations were. Challis sighed. He was toast. He had nobody to speak for him, except his best friend in technology who had offered to play up the ‘loveable rouge’ aspect of his character. Challis had politely declined- this friend was the one who helped him make the x- ray machine for the sole purpose of seeing women’s underwear.


	“Will anyone speak for the boy?” the head of the committee asked. He was the most confident of all the members as to Challis’ aptness for the job, yet was swayed by his youth and experience too. The other applicants had at least five years on him, and impressive portfolio’s of training work. Challis felt saddened once more. All he wanted to do was carry on his father’s good work…


	“I will,” a voice from the back of the room spoke authoritatively. All eyes stared in her direction, including Challis. Bloody hell, it was his mother! She had never been particularly fond of the council, not since they refused to subsidise Challis’ upbringing since the departure of her husband- to- be at their request. So for her to speak up to them?


	She was dressed in a long black cloak, in an attempt to disguise her face, one that still bore the scars of grief. Her handsome nature was still apparent, despite the greying of her blonde hair and the worn appearance of her entire countenance. Her speech was remarkably eloquent, full of a powerful authority Challis had never seen her express before. Perhaps it was strength, perhaps it was cynicism. Either way, it as doing a damn good job in convincing the committee of his worthiness for Eriel’s place in the wizard’s council.  


	The votes were cast- Challis got his reward. But not all were convinced.


“Excuse me?” one voice piped up, “Are we all sure about this? He is an illegitimate child…”


Annica’s eyes lit up almost in fury, a chilling fury only women can truly exude to any palpable effect,


“Jesus was an illegitimate child, and fifty million people worship Him. If it’s good enough for God, I think it ought to be good enough for us, wouldn’t you agree?” 


The man to whom the voice belonged piped no longer and wished that his mouth had been sewn up at birth.


	The head of the council shook Challis’ hand so hard he thought it might dislodge itself from his wrist bones.


“Congratulations. I now pronounce you a freeman of this city, and hereby offer you the key to the city.”


Challis took it courteously, then looked at it, realizing that now the city no longer had walls and a barricade, it was rather obsolete. Though he did have one question…


“Now I’m a freeman,” he asked, “Can I drive my sheep through the city streets at the hours of three to five o’clock in the evening?”


	The head of the council looked perturbed,


“Well, according to renaissance law, yes. But you have no livestock to your name?”


Challis grinned cheekily,


“I’m thinking of investing. You know, just so that I can take advantage of my rights as a freeman. Not for any childish reason, naturally…”














































































































Chapter Thirteen: Unlucky For Some…





	The snow fell upon the spacecraft ‘Discovery VIII’ in blissfully ignorant flurries of powdery white, gathering in abundance at the base of the craft, indicating just how log it had stood there, but not the struggle that had ensued inside its metallic walls.


	Officer AA stood on the step joining the gantry to the control room, her features etched with a queer, indefinable emotion as she surveyed the damage. Gathering up a little courage, she stepped coolly through the murky green liquid that the control room was now awash with. It was slightly stagnant smelling, and clung to her boots in an almost cumbersome manner, whilst she searched for the object she was looking for.


	Officer Z lay head first in a pool of the murky liquid, his hand extended, within its grasp was ‘Magica’. Officer AA tugged at the book. Officer Z’s grip was very strong, almost frenzied. After a little struggle, she finally wrenched the Book away, Z’s severed hand following it. She knocked it hard against the side of the control panel, and it fell off quite easily, like lamb from the bone. Stepping over the hunched body of officer Y, she unzipped her spacesuit and pulled a black cape over her ghastly, haggard and wizened features. The deep black pits of the two eyes glinted with a vile passion. The spell had now been broken. It was no longer needed, he had done what he had set out to do. It was only a matter of time before his plan came to fruition.


	The rocket boosters flared up violently. Before officer Y passed away into perpetual darkness, he heard, through the muffled fog of impending death, the figure clothed in black that had been a stranger to the all, murmur one phrase in the cold night:


“Never again to be the slave, now to be the master.”	





