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Dedication


Jim Torrance a great fiend; sharp


eyed, sharp tongued and sharp witted.
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Part 1


Luna




CHAPTER 1



Puddled


In a mood blacker than a witch’s cat, Luna Taylor came thundering out of her house. Violently pulling the door behind her, she almost caused the windows to crack.


“Luna!” exclaimed a chorus of voices from within.


“Sorry, an accident,” she called over her shoulder but her wicked smile proved otherwise.


Luna was furious and it was all Bethany Martin’s fault. If that girl had kept her stupid idea to herself then Luna wouldn’t be going to the school Halloween Disco, on her birthday, looking like the queen of the tinfoil.


Luna hadn’t really wanted to dress up but when one of the other girls had suggested that it would be cool if they all went as witches the idea had begun to appeal to her.


While she had been mentally painting her face slime green and gluing a couple of currant warts on her nose, Luna’s daydream had been shattered by Bethany’s whinging voice. ‘Instead of being the usual black cloaked hags perhaps we should go as glam-witches with loads of makeup, big hair and dazzling coloured costumes.’


Luna had thought the whole idea cheesy but, to her horror, just before she could express her feelings, the other girls had nodded their approval. Luna had felt like throwing up and she knew whose pointed hat she’d have chosen to do it in.


Grudgingly Luna had agreed to Bethany’s suggestion and as she had dipped her hand into the box to select the colour of her costume she had almost warmed to the idea.


“Look!” she’d squawked when she had returned from school that day with the accursed piece of paper bearing the name of her costume colour. “Silver! I wish we’d stuck to black. Black’s traditional,” she had said longingly, “and I look wick-ed in black.”


However, the only wicked thing Luna was wearing tonight was her temper and the front gate creaked a rusty protest at being the next victim. Muttering in frustration as she stomped down the road, Luna stepped off the pavement and had a near miss with an enormous puddle. The twigs of her broomstick fingered the water’s silvery surface and the man in the moon, who’d been admiring his reflection, glared in silent disapproval at the rippling puddle.


As fast as fluff being snorted up a vacuum cleaner, the broomstick was suddenly sucked into the moon puddle followed by Luna. An overwhelming force drew her relentlessly down into the choppy water. Her scream died in her throat and the next thing she knew she was tumbling head over heels down a silver tunnel.


Momentarily, she wondered if had fallen into a drain but the place was as dry as a dinosaur’s bones. Maybe she’d tripped, cracked her skull on the pavement and was lying unconscious waiting to be stumbled upon by a vampire, a ghost or a ghoul on their way to the disco.


Before she had time to unscramble her thoughts, Luna went blasting out into mid air and landed in an untidy pile on an old leather armchair.


“I say, spot on! Right on time! By jingo, glad you’ve arrived safely, Your Magicness,” said a blustering voice that Luna was certain came from the chair.


She let out an ear-piercing scream and immediately the chair raised an arm and slapped a leathery hand over her mouth. “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you,” said the armchair in a stage whisper. “I’m a tad too excited by your arrival. Delighted to have you here, Magicness. You’re with friends but you must be as silent as the grave since you’re in the utmost danger.”


Luna’s terror was heightened as a blood-curdling scream in the near distance broke the silence. The grip on her mouth tightened and the chair whispered, “If you wish to stay alive do as I say without question.” Luna nodded agreement and the chair released its grip saying, “Quick, hide behind me and make no sound.”


Crouching at the chair’s back, Luna peeped out and saw a door in the room swing open. She couldn’t see who was there but she caught sight of a hideous hand, which most definitely wasn’t human. Luna ducked behind the chair again as an evil voice growled, “Stay in here! Don’t stick your noses into things that don’t concern you!” Then the door slammed and Luna found she was trembling.


A cold hand gripped her arm, pulled her from her hiding place and threw her onto the leather seat. Luna was about to scream but the hand clamped itself firmly over her mouth.




CHAPTER 2



A Nightmare Not a Dream


“Oh, for goodness sake, General. You’ve frightened the poor girl,” scolded a sharp voice. “Please take that leather hand off Luna’s mouth.”


Glancing up, Luna’s eyes nearly popped like bursting balloons when she spied her rescuer. A hairy, pink-eyed spider, which was speeding across the ceiling, stopped and flashed a toothy grin in her direction.


Bewildered, and blinded by a torrent of tears, Luna let out a scream as she felt the broomstick wrenching itself from her grasp. Quickly drying her face on her cloak, she watched in fascination while the broom did a vertical take-off followed by a series of complicated flight manoeuvres.


“Whiskers. Belfry. Please stop showing off and return the broomstick to Luna whom I’m sure is not in the least impressed by your behaviour,” said the spider, spiralling downwards on a fine steel wire to land with a muffled thud on a long counter that had just appeared.


Luna was flabbergasted when the stick stopped and hovered horizontally above the counter. The silver cat with the yellow sequinned eyes and red silk collar, which Luna had made and stapled onto the handle of the broom earlier in the week, had come to life.


Balancing on the stick, the creature rose up on its hind legs, stretched its front paws high above its head, closed its eyes and yawned. “Oh, I do beg your pardon, Luna, but I needed that,” said the cat in a plummy accent. “I’m as stiff as an ancient Egyptian climbing a pyramid,” he added, floating onto the counter beside the spider.


“Are you all right der?” inquired a lilting Irish voice coming from the bat that was yo-yoing beneath the broom on a piece of elastic.


“My tail is as crushed as a troll’s forehead and I split a claw on one of those wretched staples, but, I suppose I shall live,” mewed the cat.


“Away you go wid yerself,” replied the bat. “Sure wasn’t I askin’ Her Magicness how she was. Why would I be askin’ about someone who has nine lives and each one of dem more charmed dan de last.” Disentangling itself from the broomstick, the bat glided down to join the others on the counter.


Luna buried her face in her hands and began to sob uncontrollably.


“Ah, der, der,” said the bat rising up and fluttering in front of Luna. “Would you ever be forgivin’ our total lack of manners? We’re just so excited to have you wid us dat our manners are hidin’ like de pot of gold at de rainbow’s end…”


“May I take this opportunity to introduce ourselves to you,” urged the cat impatiently.


“Didn’t your mammy ever tell you dat it’s rude to interrupt?” inquired the bat, turning towards the counter, addressing the cat.


Scurrying forward, the spider raised two front legs, instantly silencing his companions, and said, “Welcome to Aria, Luna. I’m Gabriel and these two argumentative creatures are Belfry, the bat, and Whiskers, the cat. They are the noblest and most trustworthy friends anyone could ask for if you can overlook their constant disagreements and attempts to outdo each other.”


Upon hearing these words, the bat swooped onto the counter. Gazing up at the cat he said, “Ah, sure now, my feline friend and I never argue. Isn’t dat so, Whiskers?”


“Why, my dear Belfry, you’re absolutely accurate in what you say. We do not argue but delight in debating a subject thus keeping our wits as sharp as our claws.” At the end of his speech, the cat revved its purr and patted the bat on the head, rather clumsily to Luna’s way of thinking. A faint smile ran across Luna’s lips as she realised that the spider was right about these two.


“If I may continue, please,” said the spider, “sit back, Magicness, for we’ve much to show you before you can begin your quest.”


“What’s happened to me?” begged Luna despairingly. “Why do you call me Magicness and what’s this about a quest?” she inquired, her voice wobbling like a bike with a puncture.


“Please make yourself comfortable and watch while our history and your destiny unfolds,” replied Gabriel in a reassuring manner.


As Luna sank back against the General’s leather cushions, she heard him whisper, “Ah, that’s better, my dear. It’s wonderful to see you relax.” Emitting a deep sigh, the chair began to snore quietly.


Meanwhile, Gabriel unzipped a chest pocket and, after a great deal of fumbling around inside, he finally produced a delicate wire web curtain. “I must have a clean out one of these days. I’m sure I can smell something going off in there,” he said, bending his head towards his chest and sniffing.


Belfry and Whiskers caught corners of the curtain and flying up to the ceiling allowed the material to billow and drape to the ground. “Watch, Luna,” whispered Gabriel, leaping off the counter top and landing gently on one of the General’s arms.


The fine wire threads began to spark. Tongues of white, blue and purple electrical current surged throughout the web while waves of static provided the sound effects. Finally, a multitude of pixels poured forth and filled the screen with a picture of a magnificent medieval scene. Though entranced, Luna felt it strange that somehow she seemed to be watching what was happening as well as being part of it.


“Interactive history,” whispered Gabriel, as if reading her mind.




CHAPTER 3



Living History


A fairytale castle towered majestically over the surrounding countryside. Yellow walls and blue-topped turrets basked in the warmth of the sun’s golden rays. From every tower and wall, bunting and flags fluttered and flew, like exotic birds displaying their glorious colours. A profusion of striped tents and marquees, pitched in the castle’s outer courtyard, also told of a celebration.


Trumpet fanfares fractured the silence, bringing the image to life, while a tide of voices rose in cheer as a horseback procession cantered up the hill to the castle. “Oh, my heavens!” Luna exclaimed. “Look at them!” She stopped for fear of causing insult. The people she was seeing weren’t human.


“That is Castle Sage,” said Gabriel, “and what you are seeing happened almost two decades ago but I shall tell it to you as though it were happening now.”


“Oh, good,” said Luna, relieved that it possibly wasn’t true. “I love stories.”


“This is not a story. This is living history,” snapped Gabriel. “If you are to save Aria then you must watch and listen carefully. Understood?” asked the spider in a frightening manner.


“Yes,” replied Luna in a whisper, alarmed by the spider’s tone and the idea of saving anyone but herself.


“Good,” answered Gabriel in a gentler vein. “Today is Rotar, the most important day in Aria. Thousands of years ago on this day, the twelve tribes of magic settled their differences and signed The Treaty of Tranquillity at Castle Sage, bringing peace to these previously hostile lands. Now, every thousand years, each tribe elects one of its people to represent them on The Circle. The Circle is the committee that governs the many areas of Aria. Although everyone has agreed to forgive all transgressions, memories are long and unforgiving. Situations, which might cause jealousy or squabbling, have to be foreseen and avoided before they develop.”


The spider coughed, “Pardon me, Luna.” A small throat such as mine dries up quickly and requires to be cleared often. Back to our history, even on solemn occasions as this, magic blood can boil faster than you can say “wand” if everyone is not accorded equal status and respect. Do you know that in some quarters it is whispered that those with the least magic skills and powers are the ones with the hottest blood?”


“No, I didn’t,” replied Luna, her mind trying to absorb the ideas of magic and boiling blood.


“Right, where was I?” said Gabriel asking Luna another impossible question. “Yes, I know. Several millennia ago it was decreed, by The Circle, after much singeing of beards, breaking of teeth and blackening of eyes, that the Rotar cavalcade should proceed in alphabetical order to avoid anyone feeling more or less important than anyone else.”


“So the person at the front might have a name beginning with ‘a’ while the last rider would have a name that started with a letter much further down the alphabet,” suggested Luna with an edge of superiority in her voice.


“No, it’s the tribes that are in alphabetical order not individual names,” explained Gabriel patiently.


“Oh,” said Luna crestfallen.


“If you look carefully at the first person, Luna, the one with his shoulders back, his head held high and his spine ramrod straight he is Field Marshall Armstrong Nash. He’s the brownie representative and it’s his duty to lead the cortege. He is the proudest person in the whole enchantdom. To have achieved the highest rank in the army is a tremendous feat and fills him with great pride and satisfaction. However, to be elected to The Circle was beyond Nash’s wildest aspirations. He has worked hard and made many sacrifices to climb the army promotion ladder yet, with seemingly little effort, he was chosen to represent his people on the most important committee in the world.”


“He looks like a soldier,” remarked Luna, secretly adding in her head, even though he’s not human.


“Yes, you’re right but Armstrong Nash is an honourable, well respected brownie as well as a dedicated soldier. Sometimes, though, he feels just a globule of jealousy when he sees families together. Do you know,” inquired Gabriel, “he would secretly have liked a wife and child. Unfortunately, his commitment to his career has left him little time for romance.”


“He must be lonely,” observed Luna.


“He would never admit that. ‘Stuff and nonsense!’ he snorts to anyone who asks why he has never married. The Field Marshall’s moustache is the physical evidence of “keeping a stiff upper lip” while his whole being personifies it,” said Gabriel emphatically looking in Luna’s direction.


“Now, Luna, run your eyes along the other riders behind Armstrong Nash. You’ll notice these representatives are riding two by two: dwarf and elf; fairy and gnome; goblin and leprechaun; pixie and sprite; troll and witch, until you come to the lone rider at the rear of the column. He’s the one I want you to concentrate on,” said Gabriel pointing with one of his hairy legs. “That’s Olan, the wizard. He’s as different from the lead rider as it’s possible to be. Does he appear to you as a typical, craggy-faced, whiskery kind of wizard with a tendency to bumble spells and forget things?”


“No,” replied Luna, “he’s not at all the way I imagined a wizard to be.”


“Olan’s not a traditional wizard as you’ve noticed, Luna. For one thing he’s too young. And for several others he’s clean-shaven, short-haired and usually dresses in a trendy fashion, which isn’t the wizard way at all. However, since this is an extremely important occasion he’s wearing a proper wizard’s gown, cloak and hat rather than his normal sweatshirt, green denims and Doc Dwarf boots that spark out stars and singe socks and ankles until the wearer gets used to them and can control their magic…”


“I’d love a pair of them. They sound great,” interrupted Luna, imagining what fun she could have with such footwear.


“Don’t butt in, please,” said Gabriel sharply, “we don’t have time. You could be captured before I get a chance to show you everything. Back to Olan. His father, Hallam, nearly went up in a blue funk when Olan jokingly suggested donning his casual clothes for today’s special ceremony.


“Sounds like my mother,” remarked Luna forgetting that she shouldn’t say anything.


“Sometimes parents know best,” continued the spider without rebuking Luna for her comment.


“Why do I need to know all this? What’s it got to do with me?” inquired Luna.


“The thing is, Luna, you are part of the history of Aria. I’m not permitted to give you details because it would cause harm to others. We don’t have time to waste. Please, trust the cat, the bat and me. We want to help you.”


“None of this makes sense,” said Luna, “I wish I was at home.”


“In a way you are but I can’t say any more than I already have,” said Gabriel dispiritedly. “I must get on, Luna, you have so much to learn before you can deal with the forces of evil. Now, let’s return to Olan. He’s very young to be representing his people having only recently graduated from the Academy of Magic and Dramatic Art.
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