Chapter One.

The piercing lightning screamed through the black night sky, illuminating the cold dark shadows of the storm-ravaged land below. Moments later an ominous roar of thunder bellowed angrily in the cold night air, booming above the screeching howls of the savage wind. The torrential rain swept down from wispy, grey clouds above, and like great tears wept over abandoned roads and valleys. The trees swayed wearily beneath the storm’s wrath, twigs and leaves snapping under the fierce gale. The coast was awash with waves that leapt up against the defiant cliffs, and all signs of life lay hidden in fear. 

The coastal city of Epallion fared little better. The great capital of the land of Elleriga was shuddering before the storm’s fearsome wrath. Slates on roofs were thrown down towards the ground, swimming in crude streams and puddles as they were spawned by cracked roads and crumbling pathways. The lights from within the houses, temples and inns revealed the only signs of life within this mighty city. Streets were enveloped in dark, evil shadow, and all that was not tied down was tossed aside by the wind’s ferocious anger, smashing and splintering across those shadowy paths and roads.

Deep in the dark city, within a long, gloomy alley, a shadow moved. Its masterful dark form crept from one shadow to another, so quietly, and with such stealth. Its long wispy red tail flickered; its sharp, knife-like claws clung to its large black cloak, as black as the night itself. Two demonic horns slithered up from its forehead. Its cruel eyes, black in the shadows, glared from one space to another. A rumble of thunder above was quickly followed by a flash of lightning, casting a ray of striking light across the cloaked figure, revealing to all that it lurked there in the shadows. Amid this evil night, where evil things did their evil work and fates were sealed…the assassin stalked.

With a faint wicked smile, it continued to watch both sides of the alley. Although confident of its mission, it was still wary of its surroundings. With a sweep of its cloak it stepped forward, its hairy, scarlet feet making no sound on the wet ground below. The devil assassin was hungry…hungry for blood…hungry for the first strike. It could almost taste the ecstasy of the kill; taste the fear upon its lips. It watched and waited, concealed in the darkness of its cloak, ready for the moment when it would strike down its unwary victim. It would make him feel pain. That was the assassin’s delight. And it would laugh at his desperate cries for mercy as it ripped out his still beating heart. With a cold cackle, it slunk back. Soon it would be time.

The exhausted wizard trudged on through the biting rain, trying to shake off the chill from his rain-soaked cloak. The wind swirled around his feet, like a small hurricane trying to lift him into the air and throw him aside. Muttering a curse, he considered for the thousandth time using a spell to rid himself of this terrible weather. Elleriga hadn’t had a storm of this ferocity for quite some time. Such outbreaks of weather were always a bad omen, but then again, everything seemed like a bad omen to him these days. Shaking off the beads of rain from his long, trailing white beard and scraggy white hair, he journeyed on, knowing full well that the storm was just another wearisome trouble in his life.

Casterino’s monotonous duties were beginning to tire him out more with each passing year. As Chief Wizard of Elleriga for over a century, he had had plenty of disturbances and magical conflicts to deal with. In his seven hundred and sixty-two year old life he had seen so many wars, witnessed so many legends, watched empires and kingdoms rise and fall, and yet now his duties to Elleriga now seemed almost monotonous. For over a century, he had helped to make Elleriga strong, keep the race of man safe from evil. Now it all came down to councils and deliberations. Somewhere along the line, the honour, the excitement and the glory had faded. It was as if the fates no longer rested on his shoulders.


He sighed again. Why was he still the Chief Wizard? He felt utterly weary as he considered this. Perhaps his tiresome duties were simply getting on top of him. His mind deep in thought, he continued to make his way through the rain swept streets. His only comfort was the warm sanctity of the High Temple of Beldarinas at the end of his long journey. Lifting his ash staff, Casterino pulled himself along through the bitter storm. With another faint sigh, he turned down towards a dark, dismal alley and trundled on. He didn’t sense the danger awaiting him; he was too tired to feel it.


The assassin watched his every move…

“Now Lucas that’s enough!” cried the barman as he collected the empty ale glasses. “You’ve already had seven pints. Any more and…”

“What?” grumbled Lucas. In his drunken stupor he leaned forward and grabbed the side of the bar. His three friends watched and laughed as he tripped over his own feet and slammed his chin on the counter.

“I bet that hurt.” One friend, Francis sniggered, finishing off his own ale.

“Nah!” dismissed another man, by the name of Callen. “He’s too drunk to notice the pain.”

“What are you on about?” Lucas demanded with bleary eyes.

“Nothing Lucas.” Replied his other friend Karlin, the oldest member of the drinking group. “We were just noticing how much of a prat you look right now.”

“What?” Lucas asked, stumbling towards them, before his mind clicked. “Hey!”

“Once a prat, always a prat!” joked Karlin, returning his attention to his own glass of ale.

The four friends were a familiar picture in the cheerful, light-hearted atmosphere of the inn. Two fiddlers played a merry tune in one corner while a couple of scantily clad women danced seductively with a group of lecherous men, returned from their shops, apprenticeships and other duties. A couple of gamblers played cards, both trying to cheat the other one. There was hustle and bustle, talk and laughter; drinking games and crude jokes between drunken friends. Shadows lurked in every corner, elongated by the dim, wispy light of the oil lamps. Sheltered from the ferocity of the storm outside, this was a typical night in the Diamond Chalice Inn.

“One more for the road.” Lucas said with a drunken snigger. He was an averaged size man in his twenties, clean-shaven with shoulder length dark brown hair…in many ways as forgettable as everyone else, in the mass of people that lived within the shelter of Epallion. He spent his days working as a carpenter, builder, or what other line of work he could find himself, and drank his nights away here at his now permanent home that had become this inn. Callen and Francis also had their own room here under Tamylan’s roof. Only Karlin seemed to be making anything of his life with a wife and child and a little home he had renovated on the edge of the city eastern district.

“Do you think you can handle another drink?” Francis smirked. As Lucas’ best friend, he felt it was his duty to look after him, and only then because he could out-drink everyone else at the bar and could afford to stay sober a little longer than the rest. With a grin to the other two, he stroked his small trimmed moustache and asked the weary Tamylan for two more pints of his finest ale.

“I feel sick.” Lucas moaned, as the fresh glass was placed before him.

“I bet you do.” Laughed Callen.

“Shut up!” Lucas snapped, leaning back unsteadily from the bar. “I think I’ll go and get some fresh air.”

“In that weather?” Francis asked with astonishment.

“The rain might sober him up a bit.” Karlin noted. 

“Or drown him.” Laughed Callen, downing the last of his own ale.

“Either way, it’ll do him some good.” Karlin shrugged.

Lucas saluted his friends stupendously and stumbled forward with wobbly movements as he stepped away from the bar. 

“Lucas!” cried Tamylan, from behind the counter.

“Yes?”

“The door is that way!”

“So it is!” giggled Lucas with another burp. Once again he found himself clambering forward aimlessly with no sense of direction, crashing into a table where the two gamblers were locked in an intense game of cards. The glasses lay smashed in a puddle of ale on the chipped wooden floor. One of the chairs had been snapped, its leg flung across the room as Lucas pushed himself against it.

In anger, one of the two gamblers, a burly man of immense height, grabbed Lucas by the scruff of his collar and hurled him up. “What do you think you are doing?”

Lucas burst into uncontrollable laughter and received a sudden blow to his face. Even as the blood trickled from his nose, Lucas could not stop grinning, infuriating the two men even more.

At the bar, Karlin and Callen looked at each other with large grins, trying hard not to burst into laughter with their friend. Francis however, seeing the danger Lucas was in, rushed forward and intervened. With a courteous apology to the two gamblers, he grabbed Lucas by the arm and escorted him to the large oak double doors. With a quick thrust, he flung Lucas out into the night.

“Go and bugger off until you sober up!” he cried angrily.

“Oh bugger to you all!” Lucas shouted back amid the falling rain and howling wind. For a moment he stood there, letting the rain fall heavily upon him. “I feel really sick.”

Clutching his stomach, Lucas stumbled out further from the inn’s porch. A cold gush of wind swept across his face, and the heavy downpour of rain continued to drench him, as Lucas trudged forward and splashed into a muddy puddle. He shivered, an icy wave rippling through his entire body. As the full force of the storm lashed down upon him, the shocking cold cleared his aching head. 

Lucas staggered on. And then suddenly, out of the terrible storm, he heard a desperate cry for help. Curious and surprised he moved forward towards a dark, gloomy alley ahead, as another cry rang out amongst the screaming gales of the wind, and the continuos fall of the shimmering rain…

A black shadow pounced like a dart, catching Casterino and sending him crashing to the ground; the force of the blow winding him so much that he could hardly breathe. With a chilling warlike cry, the shadow lunged up and vanished back into the darkness. His stomach still aching from the force of the blast, the wizard stumbled to his feet, cringing at the gashes on his arms and cheeks. There was little blood, but the wounds stung unbearably.

As Casterino tried to catch his breath, she flung towards him again. This time she clawed his chest, and screeched wildly with terrorising might. The wizard’s eyes were wide in horror, as he rasped from the wound to his chest. His cloak hung loosely from his shoulders, torn and dirty, his robes and hair slashed and stained with drops of his own blood. Casterino knew that this killer in the shadows was going to make him die very painfully, and very, very slowly.

Casterino grabbed his ash staff and thrust it forward, blocking a third assault from the assassin. The assassin, Odass-Agga, leapt back, her skilled agility showing in every step she took. The devil scaled the wall with the ease of a spider, her menacing eyes transfixed on his terrified face, and then pounced, hurdling towards him like a bolt of lightning and snapping his staff with ease. He winced as she clawed across his face, and then shoved him back against the cold, wet ground.

Odass-Agga drew forth a poisoned dagger with one clawed hand, while the other grabbed the terrified wizard’s throat with a deathly grip. Ever so slowly, she lowered the dagger towards his heart. As her grip began to choke him, Casterino felt his life about top slip away…

…He had barely closed his eyes when a sudden force swept down and released her hands from his throat. Casterino glanced up barely in time to see a second figure strike the unprepared assassin across the face with a brick clasped firmly in his hands. The force of the impact threw her nimble form across the ground; into a hard stonewall, knocking her momentarily unconscious.

Lucas waited as Casterino slowly rose to his feet, his body still shaking by the terror and pain of his ordeal. His legs felt unsteady; his head was spinning. Quickly he lunged forward and grabbed the wizard before he fell, clasping his shoulder with a trembling hand as Casterino fought to regain his balance.

“Thank…you.” Gasped Casterino. “Thank you for saving my life.” His head throbbed. It felt as if a hammer was pounding on his brain. The wounds to the wizard’s face and chest bled even more now, and stung bitterly.

“No problem.” replied Lucas with hesitation. He was still bewildered by what he had just witnessed and could do little but stare. “Are you okay?”

“I will be fine.” Casterino told him with a dismissive tone.

 Lucas waited for him to continue speaking but instead the wizard turned his attention solely on him. Under his wet, bushy eyebrows, Casterino frowned.

“Is something wrong?” Lucas asked cautiously.

“Who are you?” Casterino demanded abruptly.

“I’m Lucas Aestion.” Again the wizard waited before speaking. “Are you a wizard?”

“Yes.” Casterino said distantly, glanced for a second towards the still motionless form of Odass-Agga. “My name is Casterino.”

Lucas’ eyes shot wide open, and he found himself stepping back with shock. “Chief Wizard Casterino?”

The wizard backed off anxiously. The less people knew of this incident, the better. “I am.”

Lucas smiled in spite of himself. He had just saved the life of one of the most important people in this land. “I’ve never met a wizard before, especially not one as important as you Mind you, this sort of thing doesn’t happen to me everyday.” He stopped, realising he was beginning to mumble on to himself in his drunken state.

“I understand.” Casterino said with a nod. “And thank you again, for saving my life. I…” The wizard suddenly clutched his arm. The pain was getting worse. 

Despite his head still cloudy from the drink, Lucas could tell the wizard was in pain. “Can I get you some help?”

The wizard shook his head. “The only way to stop this pain immediately, is to use a healing spell. Please step back a moment so I can let the magic work.”

“Sure.” Shrugged Lucas as he did so.

The wizard began to mutter a few strange words in a language and dialect Lucas did not know. Lucas watched in silence, the rain falling against him, as small sparkles of purple light begun to shimmer brightly over Casterino’s exhausted form, an illuminating shroud around the wizard’s body. And then a moment later they had vanished and Casterino’s wounds and exhaustion were healed. Lucas stared in amazement. He had never seen magic before. 

Lucas moved to speak, but Casterino quickly silenced him with an abruptly raised hand. The wizard’s eyes were turned now to the black-cloaked assassin…only now she was no longer unconscious. Odass-Agga stirred, rising to her feet and giving a savage snarl of anger.

Casterino turned to face his would-be killer. “You dare face the wrath of a wizard?” he cried, his cloak drawn back, fire in his eyes. Now the full magical power would be unleashed. She no longer held the element of surprise.

“A pitiful old man!” mocked the assassin. “Savour the last few seconds of your life, you weak fool!”

“It is you who are the weak fool!” said the wizard in one breath.

Odass-Agga snarled and drew forth a second poisoned dagger. With sudden fury, she flung it at the wizard, who calmly muttered a single word.

An electrical wave of blue lightning surrounded Casterino, a shield of mystical defence. The dagger struck the shield and dissolved. Odass-Agga glared at him, but his glare was now the more menacing of the two.

“ELZICARAZU!” cried out Casterino, a fireball erupting from the wizard’s hands.

She could not escape it. It thundered against her face, burning her red flesh to leave a white searing wound across her cheek. Now the victim in pain she screamed. In defiance, she drew forth her last poisoned dagger.

“ELZICARZU! ELZICARAZU!” he screamed repeatedly, as an array of fire leaping from his hands, and scolding her body in flame. 

Lucas stared dumbfounded at the magic Casterino now unleashed upon his attacker. Indeed, the wizard now had the upper hand, and probably for the first time in her life, the devil assassin had become the one attacked. Still she gripped her last dagger, defiantly refusing to back down and at the same time realising she had to escape this magic or die herself. Muttering a sickening curse, Odass-Agga slunk back into the drowning shadows.

His heart racing, Lucas scanned the darkness for the assassin, but found nothing. Casterino stepped precariously at his side, his hands still held aloft and his mind preparing to conjure the next spell against his attacker. A rumble of thunder growled menacingly in the distance and the rain spilled across their clothes, hair and skin. Lucas looked nervously to Casterino, shivering against the cold, his head already beginning to clear. Casterino did not look back. He did not want to be at a disadvantage this time.

“Lucas! Are you okay?” 

Lucas spun round in surprise as Francis wandered into the alley, having gone in search of his missing friend. “Who’s that?”

“Get away from here!” Lucas yelled back, his heart now pounding against his chest.

“What?” Francis called over to them. The howling wind had muffled Lucas warning to him.

“Get away!” Lucas screamed, taking a step forward, the wizard joining him at his side.

His answer came too late. A flash of lightning illuminated the dark wall beside Francis, where upon lay the silent, merciless form of Odass-Agga. Lucas’ cries of warning had not saved him. Francis stood frozen in wide-eyed terror as she pounced…

The assassin drove the dagger through his heart again and again, until his chest and stomach were smothered in his blood. As he screamed in pain and terror, she silenced him by driving the dagger with one wicked thrust through his skull. Death swept over his horror-stricken face, and he slumped to the ground; his warm blood running into the cold puddles the rain cast down, his insides littered at her feet.

Lucas was overtaken with horror and tried to run forward and save his friend, but Casterino held him back, telling him it was too late. The devil ripped open the chest of Francis’ corpse and began to drink from his blood. Lucas could not be held anymore. With a cry of defiance, he pulled away from the wizard’s grip and ran.

Odass-Agga grinned, licking her lips of the victim’s blood. When Lucas was close, she lunged forward and slammed her fist against his leg, breaking it and tossing him aside with equally savage force.

Casterino had little time to react. This time she was too fast. Like a cat leaping down upon her prey, she pounced, shoving him once more to the ground.  Casterino’s head landed with a shuddering thud on the wet ground and the world spun violently around him. Pain wracked through his entire body as she slunk towards him.

Odass-Agga knew she should have the advantage now. Wizards could not use magic without the power of speech. With a sickening smile she slunk forward, bent down, and grabbed him by the throat until he could hardly breathe, straddling him so that her thighs drove into the side of his chest, and let out a cold ring of laughter. Casterino gasped in agony but this time he knew there was no one to save him. He was too weak to struggle now. The assassin had him.

Lucas looked up, grimacing in pain and glancing fearfully towards the ripped corpse of his friend just a few feet away. The storm continued to scream around him, rain and wind lashing against his face. He was barely aware of Casterino struggling for life a short distance away. The world had gone suddenly black and he was being lost within it.

Somehow Casterino managed one last desperate cry. Lucas snapped awake and turned his attention to Casterino as he was strangled by the merciless assassin close by. In agony, Lucas pulled himself up and crawled desperately along the ground, soaking wet and bleeding. The pain in his broken leg dug deeply, as it a sharp knife had been driven through his thigh. The seeping blood ran everywhere, immediately washed away by the cold wind and rain. An ominous roll of thunder bellowed in the skies above.

As he began to despair, he saw the first of the assassin’s daggers glinting before him on the wet ground. Lucas realised this would be the only chance to save both him and Casterino. With an anguished scream, he pulled himself forward, trying desperately to ignore the pain. The dying wizard lay just before him in the cold gloom of the night. Forcing himself to bear the agony, Lucas grabbed the dagger and pulled himself up against a small wooden crate…

Odass-Agga’s grip grew even tighter, as she throttled the weak and completely defenceless Casterino. She cackled icily. He could barely breathe now, let alone scream or struggle. Exhilaration pulsated through her, the thrill of death and the power she had over it, filling her black and twisted heart. She had been trained well and many souls had been lost to her. But tonight…this was her greatest kill. The Chief Wizard of Elleriga. The victory she had gained over him was unlike anything she had every felt before. With a low pleasing groan she closed her hands tighter and stared upwards into the stormy, black skies. A delighted laughter erupted from her lips.

Lucas dived forward smashing the crate, and with all his strength, shoved the dagger through the devil’s back, deep into her black and evil heart. She screamed momentarily, and slipped off the wizard in silence. With a soft thud she slumped to the ground beside him, the echo of her laughter disappearing into the night.

Lucas could no longer move. Pain was everywhere, burning from his head and right through his body. His energy exhausted, he could do nothing but lie where he was, the rain splashing against his aching skin. Everything was going numb now, even in his leg where the bone was now evidently sticking through his skin. He too had no energy left to scream or cry. Slowly he felt himself slipping into unconsciousness…

Casterino choked as he staggered to his feet, gasping for a saving breath. The world was spinning vehemently around him now and he felt the sudden urge to lurch forward and vomit. His head was throbbing again; the hammer was pounding furiously now upon his brain. He could barely keep his eyes open any longer. With a pained gasp, he collapsed to the ground, next to the unconscious form of Lucas Aestion…

